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Summary: 


In which King Wo changes tactics, Amiti plays Persephone, 
and Meisa stands above the stage pulling all the strings. 


for a pathway bright and high 
Author's Note: 
Title from the poem “To Solitude” by Alice Cary. 


This is a self-indulgent “Matthew & Co. never go on their 
quest and so 99% of canon events don’t happen and the 
main characters don’t meet how they did in canon” AU 
that came about because | started replaying Dark Dawn 
in the middle of a historical romance reading kick. 
Canon changes should be obvious when they appear. 


Amiti was not hiding, though it was not for a lack of wanting 
to. 


Amiti wanted to hide very much, but he knew it was a 
childish desire. That it was a childish thing to feel that if only 
you could tuck yourself away in a closet or under the bed 
that it meant whatever you were afraid of couldn’t possibly 
find you, that it would walk right by your hiding spot and 
would keep walking until it forgot you even existed. 


It wasn’t an impulse befitting a grown man, much less a 
prince, and yet it persisted, crawling up Amiti’s spine and 
around his throat like it was a spider using him as a canvas 
to spin a web upon, one that Amiti had no hope of 
dislodging and sending skittering off to weave its nervous 
silk around someone else. 


Amiti wanted to run and he wanted to hide. He wanted to 
find some secret place that no one else knew of and keep 
himself hidden away inside of it until what was after him 
walked by it, kept walking, and forgot Amiti’s name. 


The only thing that kept him from giving in to his impulse 
was that he’d already made a promise that he refused to 
break - that, and the fact that he knew without a shadow of 
a doubt that every single one of his people, all ever 
honorable, would be willing to help him break it if he gave 
the slightest inclination that he wanted to get out of the 
situation he was in. 


Paithos, included. 
Paithos, perhaps, especially. 


Amiti’s honor was one thing, but that of the rest of Ayuthay 
was another. 


Even if he could bring himself to go back on his word, he 
wouldn’t be able to let his uncle do so for his sake, as well, 
and he would not risk his people suffering because he had 
reneged on a deal that he’d sworn himself to with the full 
knowledge of what he was agreeing to and who he was 
making the agreement with. 


And the terms of that agreement were set in all but stone. 


Time and effort had been spent hammering those terms out 
before they were committed down on parchment, copies 
made in triplicate and every one of them signed by royal 
signatures and notaries from both sides. The ink on the 
parchment was dried and the plans made to see those terms 
fulfilled already complete. The time for second thoughts had 
come and gone. The time for regret may still come, but that 
had little to do with today and all the coming days it would 
take until the main obligation of the agreement was fulfilled. 


Amiti might not have been able to shake his doubts, or his 
fear, but he had been given ample time to accept the 


situation - and ample time to back out of it before it was too 
late had he chose to. 


But Amiti had not chosen to and now he must live with it. 


Doubt and fear would not get him down. He was strong 
enough not to let them control him or force him into doing 
something rash that he would likely regret later. He was also 
mindful enough not to let any of his doubts show, lest his 
people see them and have kindling thrown on the fires of 
their own not so insignificant anxieties. 


For Ayuthay, Amiti had made a promise and now he would 
put on a brave face as he went about fulfilling it. 


When he left Ayuthay some days from now for Kaocho and 
married King Wo so that they might have peace between 
their countries, Amiti did not plan to appear to be anything 
less than absolutely content and certain in what he was 
doing. 


If in his own mind he was anything but, then that was no 
one’s business but his own. 


On the morning he was to leave Ayuthay, Amiti sat in his 
room with only his servants and a near stranger for 
company. 


The servants were the happiest ones in the room, giddy and 
flitting about with energy as they helped Amiti prepare, 
fixing his hair and making sure that not so much as a stray 


thread was out of place in the specially made robes he was 
wearing, some of them helping to pack his things and take 
them away to be loaded into the carriage that would leave 
Ayuthay for Kaocho ahead of Amiti himself. 


The servants nearest to Amiti were talkative, friendly as they 
always were. They told him he looked the best he ever had, 
that they had never seen a more lovely groom. They told 
him that King Wo was sure to find him beautiful and, in 
lower tones, told him he would be a fool if he didn’t, 
shooting surreptitious looks at their other company to see if 
she had heard before going back to giggling and 
complimenting Amiti more loudly. 


Their thrill with the fact that they were preparing their 
prince for his wedding was swirling around them like 
psyenergy, evident in their smiles and their voices and the 
very way they moved. 


Never mind that no one in Ayuthay quite liked much less 
trusted what they knew of King Wo or that this was not a 
love match by any definition of the term. 


Never mind that the wedding itself would likely not be 
taking place for some days yet or that the trip to Kaocho - 
even in the best carriage with the fastest horses Wo could 
send - would still take the better part of the day, and that 
Amiti would likely not see Wo until the next morning if not 
days later at the wedding itself and all the care they were 
taking with his appearance now would be all for naught. 


And never mind that none of them would even be at the 
wedding, that Paithos and Wo’s representatives had 
hammered out terms that said that Amiti could not bring 
any other Ayuthayans with him to Kaocho for the half a year 
he would spend there but neither would he be forced to 


bring Kaochoans with him to Ayuthay when he returned for 
three months at a time and nor would any of them be 
allowed in Ayuthay while he was gone. 


Never mind all of that because they were preparing their 
prince for his wedding, for his marriage, for his future, and 
there was an honor in that, an excitement, no matter that 
the details of the situation were not ones Amiti could find so 
much joy in himself. 


He did not begrudge the servants their happiness, though. 
Not truly. Better they be happy, even if he couldn’t be. He 
certainly preferred it to the alternative, that they would be 
depressed or angry and that those feelings might loosen 
their tongues and make them say things that it was not wise 
to say in front of their other guest - say more things, that 
was. 


Meisa, for her part, showed no sign whatsoever of being 
affected by the behavior of Amiti’s servants. She showed no 
sign of having heard anything they said at all, in fact, only 
paying a quiet attention to Amiti from half a room away, 
looking as composed as she always did. 


Amiti didn’t take any of that at face value, of course. 


He’d had little interaction with her so far but he knew Meisa 
was the one who did most of the work negotiating the terms 
of his and Wo’s marriage agreement with Paithos. He knew 
that she had been shrewd enough to get things out of 
Paithos that he did not want to give while being intelligent 
enough, and perhaps kind enough, to compromise by 
making concessions that would benefit Amiti and Ayuthay 
but which Amiti could not imagine would please Wo very 
much at all, either. 


She was not unintelligent or unobservant. She wouldn’t 
have the position she held if she was. Paithos had sung her 
praises to Amiti even as he cursed her tenacity. Were anyone 
else in charge of the negotiations, Amiti was not certain that 
they would have succeeded in reaching an accord in 
relatively little time the way they had with Meisa 
determinedly leading the efforts. He wasn’t certain that 
anyone else would have succeeded at all. 


Amiti thought that he would be the fool if he assumed that 
anything slipped by her - ever - much less anything that 
happened in the same room she was in, especially when it 
had to do with the king she served and the spouse she had 
just procured for him. 


For the first time, Amiti was thankful that he would not be 
bringing any of his servants with him to Kaocho. 


Wo did not have a reputation as a man who suffered being 
insulted lightly, no matter how obliquely or jokingly the 
insult was given. Fates only knew what would happen to 
Amiti’s servants if they called Wo a fool without the safe 
distance between Ayuthay and Kaocho there to make his 
swift and punishing retribution impossible. 


Amiti, at least, would have some protection as the prince 
and heir of Ayuthay and consort of Kaocho, but even he 
would have to tread lightly. Just because he would be Wo’s 
husband didn’t mean that he would be free to say or do 
whatever he liked, whenever he wanted, without 
consequences. That was a thing that was true everywhere, 
of course - there were always rules and always people to 
hold you accountable if you broke them - but some places, 
some people, were more fair than others. 


Amiti wasn’t under any impression that Wo would be one of 
the more fair ones, but just how far he would differ, Amiti 
couldn’t guess. 


It was the things Amiti didn’t know about Wo and Kaocho, 
more than what he did, that disquieted him the most. 


“I think that I’ve been prepared enough,” Amiti spoke up, 
interrupting his servants’ chatter. Their voices died 
immediately. When Amiti met their eyes in the large mirror 
he sat in front of, they looked startled. Amiti mentally 
scolded himself and offered them a small smile to soften his 
words. The servants immediately returned the expression, 
his shortness already forgiven and forgotten. Amiti was glad 
for it. 


“I'd like some time alone now, please,” he said more gently. 
“If you'll go to my uncle and tell him I’m done here, | would 
appreciate it greatly.” 


“Yes, your highness,” said a chorus of happy voices in 
unison, accompanied by short bows. 


The servants left immediately, not dallying as they went out 
the door in a single file line. None of them glanced over at 
Meisa as they left. Only when the last servant filed out of the 
room and closed the door behind her did Meisa rise from her 
seat and make her way over to Amiti. She stood behind him 
and they met each others’ eyes in the mirror. 


“His majesty really wi// be a fool if he doesn’t think you’re 
beautiful, your highness,” Meisa said, surprising Amiti for 
reasons that had nothing to do with her confirming that she 
had been listening to his servants’ chatter. She then winked 
at him, surprising him even more. “But don’t tell him | said 
that.” 


“| won't,” Amiti said quickly. Then a beat belatedly, “Thank 
you.” 


Meisa tilted her head in acknowledgment to his thanks and 
moved to take a seat on the hope chest at the end of Amiti’s 
bed. 


That chest had been full of keepsakes, things from Amiti’s 
childhood and all that he had that belonged to his mother, 
only just earlier that day but now it was empty and all of its 
belongings were on their way to Kaocho. 


It caused Amiti no small amount of anxiety to wonder about 
whether they would arrive there safely, if he would ever see 
them again. 


“You must be nervous,” Meisa said. There was no particular 
inflection in her voice, nothing in her tone to indicate 
curiosity, and yet she continued to watch Amiti in the mirror 
like a hawk, making it clear that she was interested in what 
he had to say - and how he reacted. 


Amiti was well used to being watched closely, but that had 
always been by other Ayuthayans - people he knew and 
whose opinion of him he knew. 


Amiti did not know how Meisa felt about him, but he did 
know that he didn’t feel entirely comfortable under that 
gaze and that was only a little because he did not like 
looking at someone through their reflection. 


Still, though, he rectified it - he turned around in his seat to 
meet Meisa’s eyes head on. It was only slightly less 
uncomfortable that way, but that slight amount counted. 


“I would think that anyone in my situation would be very 
nervous,” he said. 


“Of course they would,” Meisa agreed. She smiled softly. It 
was not, Amiti reflected, a bad smile even if it did look 
Slightly out of place on her face, as though she was not quite 
used to smiling, much less doing so gently. “You’re leaving 
your home for quite awhile to live in a place you’ve never 
been and to marry a man who you’ve never met, who I’m 
sure you’ve heard some troubling things about, as well.” 


Alarm bells tolled quietly in Amiti’s head. He took a deep 
breath and thought carefully before speaking. 


“Yes, these are a lot of changes to go through in a short 
amount of time,” he said calmly, “but | wouldn’t want to 
judge King Wo based on only secondhand information. | 
would rather wait until | met his majesty myself to form any 
opinion about the validity of any...rumors | may have heard 
about him or his character.” 


Meisa’s smile broadened. “Very diplomatic, your highness. 
That’s a good quality to have. We need more diplomats in 
King Wo’s court.” 


Amiti searched her face, her words, for some hint of sarcasm, 
or mockery, but he found nothing but the honest truth. 


Amiti appreciated it, even as he didn’t quite know what to 
do with it. 


When he went a beat, then two, without replying, Meisa 
leaned forward and said, “Prince Amiti...| would like for you 
and | to be friends.” 


Which only flummoxed him more. 


Cautiously, Amiti asked, “Why is that, Lady Meisa?” 


“You needn't call me lady, your highness,” Meisa said, 
sounding quite amused. “My first name will do.” 


“Meisa, then, why would you want to be friends?” 


“Because we want the same things. We both want Ayuthay 
safe and free from Kaochoan invasion. You, for more personal 
reasons, and me because | understand the cost of war and 
how it taxes the resources of a country, while profitable 
alliances can only benefit us all,” Meisa explained. She 
paused for a moment, seemingly hesitating, before she 
continued, “I would never say that King Wo is perfect. No 
one is. He has his faults like anyone else and those faults 
can be...difficult for those around him. But he is capable of 
being a good man and a good king. Kaocho is a prosperous 
nation because of him. The people are safe and well fed. 
They’re happy, too, at least when they’re not being sent off 
to Passaj or Ayuthay to waste time that could be better 
spent at home. King Wo is obsessed with expanding Kaocho, 
into turning it into the empire that was denied to him in 
Sana, but even he has begun to realize that the way he has 
been going about it is not moving him any closer to that 
dream.” 


“Which is why he sent you here to broker an agreement,” 
Amiti continued for her. 


“Yes. His majesty still harbors his dream of ruling all of Ei-Jei 
but he knows Ayuthay will never be his, not as long as he 
hasn’t a clue how to truly penetrate this castle - a secret 
that has been well-hidden from even me, even now that I’ve 
spent a good deal of time here.” 


“You cannot blame us for our caution.” 


“No,” Meisa conceded, “I cannot, but nor can | say | enjoy 
being blindfolded and led to and fro in every direction like a 


prisoner, either. You will certainly miss your home, your 
highness, but I think | will be glad to leave this place for 
awhile - which I’m sure you will not blame me for.” 


Amiti smiled, despite himself. “No, | won’t.” 
“Just so.” Meisa nodded, satisfied. 


Amiti felt a little lighter after the moment. He pressed on, 
“Why would King Wo make this alliance if he still wants to 
conquer the region? Surely he knows that even his own 
people would not be happy for him to break our agreement 
once it’s set in motion?” 


“King Wo has no intention of breaking your agreement, your 
highness. He fully plans to marry you, as the terms state, 
and to allow you intermittent three month returns to 
Ayuthay after every six months spent in Kaocho. No, he 
simply believes that he might add Ayuthay to his empire 
some time in the future, to rule in your stead after the 
throne passes on to you.” 


Amiti stared at her. His earlier lightness disappeared like 
smoke in the wind. He didn’t know what to be more 
surprised by - her words themselves or the fact that she’d 
even spoken them - but his surprise was a mute, minuscule 
sort of feeling in comparison to how galled he was and how 
displeased. 


He shook his head and let out a derisive, incredulous little 
laugh. “You must realize that that will never happen.” 


“Of course not,” Meisa agreed easily. 


Her agreement did not make Amiti feel any better. He could 
feel his heartbeat picking up in his chest as he said, “My 
uncle is still young and in good health, but even 


when...when the throne does become mine, you must realize 
that | would never abdicate it to King Wo. Even if everything 
I’ve ever heard of him is a lie, even if he were the kindest 
man on the planet, | would not simply give Ayuthay away to 
him.” 


“I know this, your highness,” Meisa said, patiently. “I can tell 
that you’re a very strong-willed person, but King Wo has 
a...let’s say very high opinion of his own will and a low 
opinion of everyone else’s. He believes that because you are 
young, you will be easy to guide where he sees fit and that 
someday he may guide you into allowing him to take the 
reins of ruling Ayuthay.” 


Amiti was aghast. A more villainous plan he couldn't 
imagine, but neither could he understand why Meisa - King 
Wo’s own adviser - was telling him about it or what she hope 
to gain from it. 


“Why are you telling me this, Meisa?” he demanded. “You 
can’t think that | would be happy to hear it and | can’t 
imagine that King Wo would be happy to know that you’re 
telling me, either. Surely your king wouldn’t like it if he knew 
his plans were being betrayed to the one person he must 
most like to hide them from!” 


Meisa did not flinch at his words. In fact, she didn’t give any 
kind of indication she felt in any way slighted by them or the 
accusation in them at all. When she responded, it was with 
the same calm patience she'd had before. She was entirely 
unruffled. 


Meisa was not, Amiti was quickly learning, one who ruffled 
easily if at all. 


“His majesty would no doubt see my telling you all of this as 
a betrayal,” she admitted, “but | see it quite differently. I’m 


telling you this, not because | want the king to suffer or for 
this agreement to fail, but because | want Kaocho to grow 
and prosper into the empire King Wo wants it to be. He and | 
don’t disagree with that vision, your highness, only on the 
best way to go about it. The king favors a military approach 
and while | have always helped him to make that approach 
intelligently, as you know it has gotten us nowhere. | was 
the one who broached the option of marrying you and later 
on swaying you to relinquish control of Ayuthay to him and 
he responded favorably, but | knew it would not work even 
before | met you. Seeing your will, your intelligence, has 
only convinced me that such a plan will only prove to be 
futile.” 


Amiti was flummoxed. “Then why even suggest it to him to 
begin with?” 


“Your marriage to King Wo is the first step to a greater plan, 
your highness. It’s the first step in seeing the king’s dream 
becoming realized. First this agreement with Ayuthay and 
then, later, we will have other agreements with the rest of 
Ei-Jei. Not marriages, of course, but trade agreements and 
treaties. AS Kaocho prospers, its population will rise and its 
borders will naturally expand and someday, perhaps, those 
borders will swallow Ayuthay and Passaj and the rest of the 
region - all of Ei-Jei united and all without having to spill a 
drop of blood. The same thing has happened in other lands, | 
have no reason to doubt that it can be done here.” 


Amiti had to sit still for a long, long moment just to let the 
sheer scope of what Meisa was saying sink in. 


“You lied to your king about why you think he should marry 
me,” he finally said. 


“Yes,” Meisa answered without a drop of guilt in her voice. 
“For his own good. His own benefit.” 


“It’s....a very expansive vision you have.” 


“Yes, well.” Meisa cleared her throat, rather primly. “It won’t 
happen overnight, of course. It will take years, likely 
decades, to come into full fruition but | do expect that the 
time it takes will be time well spent and also well enjoyed.” 


She acted as though she had everything figured out, the 
entire future spanning on for years and years and years. 


Amiti only wished that he could say the same about himself. 
His future had been thrown into constant flux the moment 
Meisa arrived in Ayuthay with King Wo’s proposal in hand 
and Amiti had told his uncle that they should consider 
accepting it. After that, Amiti could no longer say with 
certainty that he had the rest of a single day figured out or 
even the next week. He could certainly not imagine his life 
decades from now, either, not what country he would live in 
or what his day to day life would be like, not who he would 
be or how he would feel about that person when he saw him 
in the mirror. 


Meisa’s certainty about the vast stretch of future in front of 
them made Amiti’s own uncertainty about only the near 
future feel especially fragile. The confidence with which she 
spoke, as though it was all planned and prepared for and it 
was just as matter of time before everything would happen 
as she said it would, was daunting. 


“And where exactly do | fit into all of this? In your dream of 
the future?” he asked her, glad that he could at least keep 
his voice steady even if he felt anything but. 


"m 


“At the very center of it, Prince Amiti,” Meisa said with 


certainty, “at King Wo’s side.” 


For as much talking as she’d been doing, as much detail as 
she'd been giving him, that answer - the one Amiti 
desperately wanted to know - was hopelessly vague. 


“But why?” he pressed. “What is it you expect from me? 
Why... confide all this to me? What do you hope to gain from 
it?” 


“The only thing | expect from you,” Meisa said, “is for you to 
be yourself when you come to Kaocho and to keep your 
mind open about his majesty and strive to get along with 
him, even knowing that he is being duplicitous about why 
he wanted to marry you. | was telling the truth when | said 
we needed more diplomats at court, your highness. The king 
still has his dreams of martial glory, but he is not deaf to 
reason when it’s delivered the right way. His temper runs 
hot, but his passions can be redirected. If you were to build a 
true relationship with him, to gain his confidence, you would 
be able to sway him above anyone else.” 


“Even you?” Amiti couldn’t help but ask. 


Meisa’s smile was rueful, but her eyes hardened and her look 
was cold enough to make Amiti feel like he’d been 
ensconced in a block of ice. 


“Perhaps, yes, but | think you and | are both reasonable 
people. Neither of us wants Ei-Jei torn apart by war and if 
you are successful at ingratiating yourself to the king and 
we both advise him similarly to avoid such an outcome, he is 
all the more likely to follow that advice. This is why | would 
like us to be friends, for me to be your adviser as much as | 
am King Wo’s. | anticipate we may disagree from time to 
time, but as long as we agree to discuss those 


disagreements and find a middleground between ourselves 
without attempting to turn his majesty against one another, 
| don’t foresee there being any problems between us...and if 
at some point you are so successful that the king holds your 
advice above my own, | would expect you to still accept my 
counsel. Not out of gratitude for my having helped you make 
this marriage happen in the first place, you understand, your 
highness, or for being so honest with you, although you 
should certainly feel grateful for all of that, too, but because 
| am very good at my job and you would be lucky to have 
me as a counselor rather than an enemy.” 


She did not need to say that if Amiti refused to keep her 
counsel or tried to turn King Wo against her someday that 
she would foresee a great many problems between them 
after all. Amiti understood that to be her message even 
without having to have her spell it out for him and he could 
not help but dread the thought. 


Though Amiti had only known her for such a short time, he 
already knew Meisa was not someone he wanted to have for 
an enemy - not here in Ayuthay and especially not in 
Kaocho where he would be at the mercy of King Wo, with no 
one he knew or trusted there to help him become acclimated 
to his new country and no one to confide in about anything, 
much less his future husband. While Amiti thought he could 
only trust Meisa so far as their interests aligned, if that, he 
could see that having her as a friend would be a boon. 


And while her plan, her vision of the future for all of Ei-Jei 
was grandiose in the extreme, Amiti did not think it an 
unintelligent plan. Only thirty years ago, Belinsk was but a 
small village, after all, and Bilbin a city and Sana only a 
collection of villages and cities acting independently of one 
another, and a dozen places in Weyard just the same - but 
look at them now. It was not out of the question that if 


Kaocho expanded enough, through natural means, Ayuthay 
and even Passaj might be touching its borders someday and 
may eventually be enveloped within them as Kaocho grew 
around them. 


The thought of Ayuthay becoming a part of a larger empire 
was disquieting for Amiti and made him a touch anxious and 
more than a little sad, but he understood that such things 
had happened before in other parts of the world and would 
continue to happen in the future. It was just how the history 
of nations evolved. 


Amiti could not say he /iked the idea, but neither could he 
say he was mortally opposed to it, either. Compared to the 
alternatives - to King Wo continuing his military efforts and 
attempting to subjugate the region by force, to him trying to 
wrest control of Ayuthay away from Amiti when the time 
came that the throne was to become his - it was 
immeasurably attractive, far less destructive and traumatic 
than constant war would be, far less of a blow than if Paithos 
ever found out that Wo went into their negotiations with a 
hidden agenda after all. 


“Let’s say | believe you,” Amiti started tentatively, “and let’s 
say that I’m not opposed to the future you’re describing. 
How can | trust that the king will ever accept not getting his 
hands on Ayuthay the way that he wants to? How is he going 
to react when that doesn’t happen? When | don’t prove to be 
as easy to guide as he expects me to be?” 


“As you've already said yourself, your highness, your uncle 
is still young and in good health. King Wo will not make a 
play for your throne before it is actually yours and by that 
time, you'll likely have been married to the king for some 
years. | imagine in that amount of time, you will have 
managed to endear yourself to him enough that he won’t 


kick up any fuss when a hope he held so long ago does not 
come to fruition. | believe that if you can make him love you, 
he will not betray you when the time comes.” 


Amiti gave a short laugh. There was no humor in the sound. 
“You make it sound so easy.” 


Meisa shook her head. “No, your highness, not easy, but the 
king is still a man with the needs that most men have and 
he has interests other than Ayuthay besides. I’m sure he'll 
take a keen interest in you once you arrive on both of those 
counts. You need only keep that interest and everything else 
will fall into place with time.” 


“Hmm,” was all Amiti responded with. 


He did not say that he hadn’t the first idea about how to 
keep King Wo’s interests or voice his doubts that the king 
would be all that interested in him as anything other than a 
key to getting Ayuthay in the first place. He had the feeling 
that if he did, Meisa would only explain in a way that would 
make it all sound simple, as easy as doing anything, and 
there was something about how she'd already explained 
everything else that way that Amiti didn’t trust. 


He didn’t think she was lying to him, no. She spoke with a 
confidence that rang of genuineness, both when she said 
she wanted to be his friend and when she told him why she 
wanted it. She confessed to him that she’d lied to her king - 
that she had gone so far as use a false premise to Sell the 
idea of a marriage treaty to him - both things that would 
count as treason anywhere, things that would put her in 
grave danger if Amiti ever told Wo or anyone else about half 
of what she’d said. 


If she’d only wanted to help Wo get a hold of the Ayuthayan 
throne, it would have been easier for her to just not say 


anything to Amiti at all. Let the plan Wo thought they were 
engaged in go forward and see how that ended up. Now, 
Amiti would be more on guard around Wo than he already 
was, and it was all Meisa’s doing, which didn’t help Meisa at 
all unless she was telling him the truth. 


But still, Amiti felt that she was holding some things back - 
things, most likely, about King Wo. Things she knew would 
displease Amiti even more if not outright scare him off which 
would make all her effort in securing this marriage for her 
king, all her plans for his future, and all her dangerous 
honesty about it to Amiti be for naught. 


Amiti could only hazard guesses about what those things 
were, but he knew with certainty that if he asked, Meisa 
would be unlikely to tell him. She may have been willing to 
confide in him things that King Wo would undoubtedly be 
vexed to learn of her telling him, but Amiti could see that 
she only did so so that he might be better prepared at 
dealing with the king - and therefore better situated to 
making Meisa’s own plans come to fruition a little easier. 


Nothing she had told him would hurt King Wo or his interests 
and none of it had been so uncomplimentary as to be truly 
insulting or to give Amiti such a poor view of the king that 
he would refuse to marry him outright. 


If there were other things, though, things that would give 
Amiti an even less positive outlook about his future husband 
than he already had or what awaited him in Kaocho, Meisa 
would not tell him. She struck Amiti as entirely too loyal to 
King Wo to do so, even if her loyalty had a certain 
roundabout quality to it. 


Whatever else he wanted to know about the king, he would 
have to find out for himself when he got to Kaocho. A 


daunting proposition, to be sure, but one that Amiti had 
prepared himself for already, long before he and Meisa ever 
had this talk. 


And in the meantime, he would not reject Meisa’s offer of 
friendship outright but neither would be accept it 
wholeheartedly until he had a better view of the situation at 
hand. 


To do either without knowing more would be foolish and 
Amiti was no fool. 


“You've given me much to think about,” he said politely, but 
with a touch of finality. He wanted Meisa to know this 
conversation was at a pause, that if she extracted no 
declarations of friendship and loyalty from him today then 
neither was he dismissing everything she said. 


Meisa, ever quick, understood just as Amiti knew that she 
would. 


“Of course, your highness,” Meisa said, her own tone just as 
polite as Amiti’s had been. “We'll speak again at a later 
time. Perhaps after you've settled into Kaocho?” 


Amiti opened his mouth, about to respond, when he was 
interrupted by sound of the door opening. 


Amiti startled, surprised, and his mouth closed. He looked 
over to the open door to see who had entered his room and 
saw his uncle, Paithos, standing in the doorway. 


Both Amiti and Meisa stood at the sight of the King of 
Ayuthay entering the room, but only Meisa bowed to him. 


“Your majesty,” she greeted, and then rose. She placed both 
of her hands behind her back and stood up straight, as 
though a soldier standing at attention - although no soldier 
that Amiti had ever seen looked so perfectly elegant or so 
completely serene. 


“Counselor,” Paithos greeted back, giving her a nod of 
acknowledgment. “Might | have some time with my nephew 
before it’s time for you to leave?” 


“Of course,” Meisa said, and then bowed again. “I will leave 
you two alone and go see that everything is ready for our 
trip to Kaocho. Take as long as you'd like, there’s no rush.” 


“Thank you, Counselor.” 


Meisa nodded to Paithos and then spared a nod to Amiti as 
well. 


“I'll see you soon, your highness,” she said to Amiti. 


Paithos stepped aside from the doorway and Meisa left 
through it without another word, quietly closing the door 
behind her. 


Amiti sighed once she was gone and gestured for Paithos to 
sit where she had just been, which his uncle did. Amiti sat 
back down himself only after Paithos was seated. 


The look on Paithos’s face when he looked at Amiti was 
grave, full of worry and concern, but he still gave Amiti a 
small smile anyway. 


“How do you find Counselor Meisa’s company?” Paithos 
asked. 


Amiti hesitated. 


He was at a fork in the road, he knew. He could tell his uncle 
everything Meisa had told him right that second. Nothing 
was stopping him and certainly, didn’t his uncle deserve to 
know that Wo had entered into negotiations with them - had 
agreed to marry Amiti - under false pretenses? That he 
planned to do with dishonesty later what he had never 
accomplished with war before? 


Amiti knew he should tell Paithos everything, that it would 
be the right thing to do, but - 


But if Amiti told Paithos all of it, all about Wo’s plans and the 
plans that Meisa secretly had of her own, what would it 
accomplish? Paithos would call off the agreement, of course, 
and he would be forced to tell everyone why he had to break 
it so he didn’t look as though he and Ayuthay were the 
dishonest ones. Word would get out and Wo would know that 
the only way Paithos could have found out about his plans 
was if Meisa had told someone. 


He would be enraged with Meisa and Meisa would certainly 
be angry with Amiti, at knowing her gamble of confiding in 
him hadn’t paid off. 


There would be war once again between Kaocho and 
Ayuthay, and Amiti would have an enemy in Meisa for life. 
All the negotiations and plans that had been made because 
of them would be for nothing. It would all be a waste and 
they would be exactly where they started before, with time 
and effort lost and nothing gained for it. 


Amiti felt a horrible wave of guilt at what he was about to 
do, but his voice was even when he answered Paithos’ 
question. 


“I find her a...singularly determined sort of person,” he said. 
“| imagine Wo finds her indispensable.” 


“You imagine rightly,” Paithos agreed, then after a moment’s 
hesitation of his own added, “It wouldn’t hurt to have her on 
your side, Amiti, to build up a rapport with her. You'll need 
people you can depend on in Kaocho and the closer they are 
to Wo, the better.” 


Amiti had to fight down the urge to laugh. His uncle had just 
no idea how right he was. 


“Meisa did say she wanted for us to be friends,” he admitted. 
Paithos’s brows shot up with surprise. “Did she?” 


“Yes. She said that if | were to keep her counsel, it would 
make things easier for the both of us. She thinks that if | 
endear myself to Wo, he'll be open to listening to my advice, 
and that together we’ll be able to keep him from starting up 
his wars again.” 


Paithos was silent for a moment, thinking. 


“A shrewd reasoning to be friends with someone, but it’s not 
without its merits,” he finally said and then looked wearier 
afterwards. “Amiti...1 am sorry for all of this.” 


Amiti blinked, surprised. “Uncle?” 


Paithos sighed heavily and brought a hand up to rub roughly 
at his face. He looked as though he’d aged twenty years in a 
single moment. “I never wanted you to suffer in life, Amiti. 


Nor struggle. After Veriti died, | promised myself | would see 
to it that you were always happy and that your future was 
always assured and I’m afraid that I’ve broken that promise 
by signing you over to Wo.” 


Amiti swallowed passed the sudden tightness in his throat. 
He leaned forward and said quickly, “Uncle, you haven’t 
broken your promise. | agreed to this marriage and | know 
you did your best to reach terms with Meisa that were fair to 
me. You haven’t signed me over to Wo, | signed the 
agreement myself. | know you would never have forced me 
into it if | told you it wasn’t what | wanted to do.” 


“Amiti, tell me honestly - are you happy about this? Do you 
truly want to go through with it? It is still not too late to 
change your mind, no matter what has been signed or 
whatever else has been said or done.” Paithos’s tone was 
desperate, almost pleading, in a way that Amiti had never 
heard in his uncle’s voice before, though whether he 
pleaded for reassurance that everything would be fine or for 
Amiti to call the whole thing off, Amiti didn’t know. 


Amiti’s heart panged at hearing it, either way. 


“I’m not.... un happy,” Amiti answered. “I’ve always wanted 
to see more of the world outside of Ayuthay and now l'Il be 
able to do that. | am excited for that, uncle, and I’m happy 
that Ayuthay is no longer surrounded by soldiers. I’m happy 
that our people can finally come out of hiding and see the 
sun again.” 


“And Wo? Marrying him? Are you happy about that, as well?” 
Paithos pressed. 


Amiti hesitated. 


“I have reservations,” he finally said. “Doubts. You must 
know | do. I’d be a fool not to. But I think it’s worth setting 
those doubts aside if it brings an end to the warring in Ei-Jei 
and makes things better for Ayuthay.” 


“A marriage should be based on more than just international 
diplomacy, Amiti. Wo is all but a stranger to you." 


“Everyone is a stranger to everyone else before they get to 
know one another,” Amiti pointed out. “King Wo and I will be 
living with each other, we won't be able to remain strangers 
for long...and Meisa, at least, seemed to think that he would 
be...open to me. She said he would take an interest in me 
and | only needed to keep his interest. She didn’t seem to 
think | would have a problem doing that.” 


“Really?” The comment seemed to give Paithos pause. He 
looked rather disquieted. “I had heard that Wo had a 
particular...fascination with adepts.” 


Then it was Amiti’s turn to pause. 
“What do you mean? What sort of fascination?” 


Paithos shifted in his seat, as though uncomfortable. “Wo is 
a man who looks for advantages wherever he might find 
them and having psyenergy is quite an advantage.” 


“But Wo isn’t an adept himself.” 


“No, he isn’t,” Paithos agreed, “but before these negotiations 
came about, | had heard that Wo was looking to recruit 
adepts in his efforts to pierce through Ayuthay. He seemed 
to believe that psyenergy might be the key to discovering 
the secrets of the palace.” 


Amiti startled and stared at his uncle. “You never told me 
that.” 


Neither, for that matter, had Meisa . 


Paithos sighed wearily. “I didn’t want to worry you, Amiti. 
Not unjustly. Nothing ever came of Wo’s search, no adepts 
were ever recruited by him, and then his counselor came 
here offering terms on his behalf and it all seemed moot. | 
had wondered...” 


“Uncle?” 


“| wondered if perhaps the reason he was interested in a 
marriage agreement rather than just a treaty was because 
you're an adept. If it was your psyenergy that made him 
eager to have you.” 


“But...why? What could he want with my psyenergy?” A 
thought came to Amiti then. “You don’t think it has to do 
with the ruins, do you?” 


“It may or it may not.” Paithos shook his head. His face was a 
picture of consternation and wariness, searching and 
thoughtful. “No doubt Wo still hopes to find the secrets of 
The Ouroboros, but there are so many uses for psyenergy 
that | could never say for certain if that’s his main reason or 
if it’s even his reason at all. It may not even be for anything 
specific. Men like him are often interested in power just for 
power’s sake. It might be that he thinks with an adept at his 
side, he will be seen as more powerful himself even if he 
doesn’t expect you to use your psyenergy on his behalf. 
Time will only tell...that is, if you’re sure you still want to go 
through with this.” 


Amiti was not sure of any such thing, but he still found 
himself saying, “I am, uncle.” 


“Amiti...” 


“I know that you worry for me,” Amiti rushed out, “but you 
don’t have to.” 


“Oh, Amiti.” Paithos let out a sad little laugh, shaking his 
head. He reached out and took one of Amiti’s hands in his 
own and squeezed it. “You're the nearest thing l'Il ever have 
to a child of my own. | will a/ways worry about you.” 


Amiti smiled at that, though the smile felt a bit wobbly on 
his face for Paithos’s words made Amiti as happy as they did 
sad. 


He ached at the thought of not seeing his uncle who had 
raised him, who had always been the only family Amiti had 
ever known, for an entire six months. Even if Amiti’s first 
stretch of time in Kaocho was happy, if he could weather it 
and weather Wo , there would still be a void there in the 
shape of Paithos that no one in the other country had any 
hopes to fill. 


If Paithos would worry for Amiti, then Amiti would worry no 
less for his uncle and for all the rest of his people, too. He 
had no doubt that they could - and would - survive without 
him, but such a thing was much easier to believe when one 
was right in the midst of things. 


Miles and miles away, Amiti would know nothing about what 
was going on in Ayuthay but for what his uncle and friends 
would write to him, and a letter would never be a perfect 
substitute for being at home and seeing that everything was 
fine and everyone was well for himself. 


“If you must worry about me, then at least trust me, as well,” 
he told his uncle, nearly pleading with him. “Kaocho is not 
so far away and | will write often. If l'm ever unhappy, if | 


ever decide that | can’t be there anymore, | will let you 
know. Trust me to do that, but also trust me to be able to 
take care of myself. Whatever King Wo and Kaocho will be 
like, | will not be helpless to them. | have my psyenergy and 
| have my sword and if either of them ever fail me, then | will 
still have my wits. Trust me to know how to use them. It will 
only be six months until we see each other again and | can 
come back to Ayuthay for some time. It is not so very long, 
truthfully.” 


“It will feel like the longest of lifetimes,” Paithos 
contradicted, but then he sighed, “however, | will do as you 
ask and trust you to be able to not just survive it, but also 
thrive during your time in Kaocho. If Wo does not appreciate 
the gift he has been given and treat you preciously, then it 
will be his own failing, not any of yours.” Then he said a little 
Sharply, “And | will hold you to your promise to write me 


often, Amiti! l'II worry horribly if | don’t hear from you.” 
Amiti laughed, a little watery. “l'Il keep my promise, uncle. | 
Swear it.” 


Paithos gave a short nod and watched Amiti closely for a 
long while before he moved suddenly, standing up and 
crossing the short distance to where Amiti still sat to pull 
Amiti up and out of his chair and wrap him up in a strong, 
tight hug that Amiti automatically returned. 


He held his uncle as closely as he could, as tightly, and took 
comfort in being held back. Amiti did not even realize he 
was crying until he felt the wetness dripping down his 
cheeks, falling down to land on his uncle’s shoulder before 
continuing a path down his skin. 


“You will be alright, won’t you?” Paithos asked, his words low 
and muffled against where his mouth was pressed to Amiti’s 


hair. 
Amiti nodded rapidly. 


“Yes,” he answered, voice thick with emotion. “Of course | 
will. I’m my mother’s son. l'Il be just as brave as she was and 
just as powerful, uncle, | promise.” 


Paithos’s arms tightened around Amiti for a moment, almost 
to the point where his hold was painful, but then they 
loosened again. 


“Good,” Paithos said firmly, if a bit stiffly. “Good, 
Amiti...that’s all I’ve ever wanted. Just see to it that you’re 
happy, too. | always wished your mother could have been 
happier in life...that she had longer to live to be 
happier....Be happy, too, Amiti. As happy as you can be.” 


“I will, uncle,” Amiti promised fiercely. “I will.” 


They stood embracing each other for what felt like a very 
long time. 


When they finally parted, it felt like it hadn’t been nearly 
long enough. 


x 


Leaving Ayuthay was the hardest thing Amiti had ever had 
to do in his life. 


It seemed that every man, woman, and child in Ayuthay had 
come out to see him off, and Amiti took the time to bid 
farewell to as many of them as he could and to give what he 
hoped were happy, confident smiles to all the rest. They 
cheered him and gave him well wishes. They all smiled 


gladly when he smiled at them, but he couldn’t help but 
notice how many of them cried, too. 


Amiti didn’t want to leave. He felt that he could have stayed 
there in the largest chamber of Ayuthay’s underground and 
been with his people forever. But he knew that he couldn't. 
He knew he had to go. He tried to soften the pain he felt by 
reminding himself he would be back in only six months, but 
it was a poor bandage for such a large wound. 


When he finally left the palace, it took every ounce of 
energy in his body not to turn his head and look back. Amiti 
felt that his neck actually ached with the strain of 
continuing to look forward. 


And when two Ayuthayan guards escorted Amiti to the 
shining black and red carriage just outside of Ayuthay and 
opened the door for him, it took just as much effort to climb 
in and give a greeting to Meisa who waited inside when all 
Amiti wanted to do was turn around and run back to 
Ayuthay screaming, to go underground and never come out 
again for as long as he lived. 


The guards shut the carriage door behind him and stepped 
back from it. Meisa knocked on the roof of the carriage and 
Amiti could hear the sound of reins snapping outside before 
suddenly the carriage jerked and they started moving. 


Amiti thought that if Meisa wasn’t with him, he would have 
stuck his head outside the window and watched Ayuthay 
fade in the distance behind them. As it was, though, he only 
looked out the window on the door next to him and watched 
as the last shreds of familiar surroundings flew by. 


Amiti did not look back at Ayuthay once. He only pictured 
his land in his mind’s eye and prayed he would not be away 
for so long that he would forget the sight of it. 


* 


The journey to Kaocho took place in near silence. 


Amiti was still maudlin from parting with Ayuthay and his 
nerves about what would happen once he reached his new 
home only grew the longer they traveled. He had little 
interest in conversing and didn’t think he would make a very 
good conversational partner right then even if he were open 
to speaking, for his heart and his energy would not have 
been in it. 


Meisa seemed to understand this. She continued to look out 
the window at the passing scenery just as Amiti did, only the 
muffled sounds of the horses’ pounding hoofbeats filtering 
in to the carriage, and made no effort to draw him out of his 
quietness. 


When Amiti spoke up for the first time hours into the journey 
and asked Meisa if the horses would need to be rested any 
time soon, she immediately gave her full attention to him 
and told him that they wouldn’t need to be rested at all - 
that they were Sanan war horses specially bred to travel 
long distances without stopping and would think the 
relatively short trip between Ayuthay and Kaocho a trifle 
compared to what they were used to. 


When Amiti nodded at her answer and went quiet again, 
back to watching the scenery go by and tired from just that 
short conversation, she followed his lead and did the same. 
She did not attempt to continue it further than what Amiti 
would allow. 


Amiti appreciated that more than he thought Meisa could 
know. 


He knew he must have made a dull traveling companion for 
her, but she never complained or even looked as bored as 
she surely must have felt. It was early spring, but warm, they 
sky clear of clouds, and so the temperature in the carriage 
and the air that came in through the windows were as 
perfect as you could get for a long ride with no stops. 


Meisa only continued watching the view outside with a calm, 
collected expression on her face as though she was entirely 
content to be where she was. Were the circumstances 
different, Amiti thought he might enjoy the ride, as well. It 
was a good day for it and Amiti had always wanted to travel 
. It was only his nerves about where they were going and 
what would happen once there and the uncertainty of it all 
that made it impossible for Amiti to truly enjoy the trip. 


Perhaps, he thought hopefully, when he returned to Ayuthay 
six months hence he would be able to fully enjoy the journey 
then. No doubt he would look forward to it for the entire time 
he was in Kaocho. They had not even reached Kaocho yet 
and already Amiti yearned for the carriage to turn around 
and take him back home. 


As they got closer to their destination and Amiti’s anxiety 
fluttered around in his chest like a butterfly trapped in a jar, 
he found a measure of placidity of his own by watching 
Meisa. 


It was as though her coolness was a rock which Amiti could 
lean against, the only anchor he had available to him. He 
only had to look at her tranquility and feel his own nerves 
settle. It was difficult to be consumed by panic when one’s 
only company was as Calm as could be and for some hours, 
Meisa’s calm and her quiet were enough to keep Amiti 
settled himself. 


But nothing could settle Amiti’s nerves entirely when 
Kaocho finally came in to view. 


The sun was just setting when the driver of the carriage 
called out that their destination was ahead and the horses’ 
pace started to slow. 


Amiti startled at the sound of his voice and even Meisa 
reacted by blinking a few times and sitting up straighter, 
running her hands down her clothes to smooth out the 
wrinkles that had formed on them during their travel. She 
still looked calm, of course, but that same at attention look 
she’d had on her face when Paithos had entered Amiti’s 
room before was embodying her again. 


For Amiti’s part, whatever shred of calmness he’d achieved 
fled from him at the driver’s call as easily as an eel fled 
through slippery hands in water. 


His nervousness was wrapped around his throat like a length 
of fabric, tightening its grip and making it harder to breathe. 
For a few moments, he even thought he might black out and 
he entertained hysterical, ridiculous thoughts about having 
to be carried out of the carriage if he arrived in Kaocho 
unconscious while he tried to force himself to regulate his 
breathing to little avail. 


His panic built and built and built until finally the gates of 
Kaocho were in view - and there, inexplicably, instead of 
building further, his panic stilled, poised on the edge of 
going off a cliff and taking Amiti with it. 


And then Amiti exhaled and breathing got a little easier as 
his panic was replaced by curious wonder, for Kaocho was 
nothing like Amiti had imagined. 


A stream of sparkling blue water surrounded Kaocho and 
their carriage had to go over a bridge covering the stream to 
get through the gates. The gates themselves were made of a 
rich copper colored wood and walls of the same copper with 
golden designs woven throughout stretched off on either 
side of them. It all looked so warm and inviting in the orange 
light of the sunset that Amiti thought it could only look even 
more beautiful in the brighter light of day. 


And once through the gates and into Kaocho, Amiti’s wonder 
didn’t stop. 


The carriage traveled over a perfectly straight road made of 
smooth stones that may have once been white but had long 
since greyed over from use. The stones stretched out all 
around Kaocho in neat order, connecting the buildings 
together and offering sidewalks between them where even 
now people walked to and from. 


The buildings themselves were close together, all of them 
made of white stone and honey colored wood. All the 
buildings had wooden roofs of a light gold color and black 
panels in the front that Amiti assumed opened up to 
windows. Many red lanterns with gold designs hanged 
outside of the buildings, most of them already lit and 
glowing beautifully in the late evening light. Some buildings 
also had potted plants and flowers outside of their doors, 
further giving Kaocho some extra decoration. 


Amiti could tell which buildings were businesses easily by 
the purple signs that hanged high on their walls - signs he 
recognized for they were the same signs they had in 
Ayuthay and, probably, everywhere in Weyard. There was an 
herbalist, a weapons and armor shop, an inn, and a sanctum. 


This familiarity was something so simple, but it set Amiti a 
little more at ease. Kaocho was not so different from the rest 
of the world, after all. 


Something else that set Amiti at ease, too, were the people. 


Though it was late evening, the streets were not empty. 
There were Kaochoans everywhere, walking to and from 
wherever they were going, walking into shops and coming 
out of them laden with goods. Children chased each other 
over bridges, laughing. Adults rested on wooden benches, 
chatting happily underneath the glowing lantern light and 
what was left of the day’s sun. 


They were all of them people and all of them doing the 
normal things that people did, and none of them looked the 
way Amiti would have expected people to look were they 
living somewhere that made them miserable. 


Meisa had told him earlier that the people of Kaocho were 
happy, at least when they were not being forced to go to 
war, but Amiti realized he hadn’t quite believed her until 
now that he was seeing them for himself. They did not look 
starved or overworked or unhappy - they looked the same as 
anyone in Ayuthay did, save for how they dressed. 


And when the carriage drove down road and they noticed it, 
they only looked more animated. 


They must have recognized it as belonging to King Wo - the 
Carriage or the horses drawing it or both - because it was 
almost like a ripple, the way the people of Kaocho reacted, 
going from busy with their own business to being fully 
entranced by the sight of the carriage passing them. They 
stopped and stared and when they realized what they saw, 
excitement overcame them. They pointed at the carriage, at 
Amiti who they could clearly see in it, some of them talking 


animatedly to each other, some smiling and waving and 
shouting out happy greetings to him. Several children ran 
along side the carriage for awhile, waving frantically at 
Amiti, so close that Amiti could see where their baby teeth 
had fallen out of their smiles. 


Amiti hadn’t even realized he was smiling himself until 
Meisa spoke up across from him. 


“I take it Kaocho is to your liking, your highness?” she asked 
him, an amused note in her voice that told Amiti she already 
knew the answer wasn’t a no. 


“It’s beautiful here,” he said without thinking about it - and 
without looking at Meisa, either. 


Amiti hated to be rude but he couldn’t bare to turn away 
from the window for even a moment. He didn’t want to miss 
a single thing there was outside. 


Meisa didn’t sound offended at all by his lack of attention. In 
fact, she sounded rather pleased and proud when she said, 
“Yes, it is. It’s even more beautiful in the morning, after the 
sun has already risen. It’s a pity we arrived so late, but you'll 
have plenty of time to take in all of Kaocho in the light of 
day soon enough.” 


Amiti found the prospect of that more attractive than he 
would have thought only mere hours ago. 


He was about to say as much to Meisa when the carriage 
started to slow even more. They came upon a second set of 
gates which the carriage passed before slowing, slowing, 
slowing, and finally coming to a halt. 


“Oh,” Amiti said breathlessly instead. 


If the sight of Kaocho proper was entrancing, then the sight 
that the carriage had stopped in front of was even more so. 


Kaocho Palace was much like all the other buildings Amiti 
had seen in Kaocho but in much larger dimensions. It stood 
on top of three levels of the ancient stone ruins that Amiti 
knew his own ancestors had helped to build as though it 
were the peak on top of its very own mountain. There was a 
flight of large white steps carved in the center of the ruins 
leading right up to the palace’s large red doors. 


An actual mountain sat at the palace’s back and streams 
flowed on either side of it, the only thing separating the 
water from the grass being a fence of the same dark red 
wood as the gates of Kaocho were made of. Bamboo trees 
littered the palace on both sides and its back, lily pads as 
large as the carriage’s wheels floated in the stream, and 
large potted white and purple flowers the likes of which 
Amiti had never seen before were placed around the base of 
the palace in the courtyard. 


Amiti was so taken in by all of it that he hardly noticed the 
door to the carriage opening. 


Only when Meisa stepped out herself and held out her hand 
to help him did he break a little from his stupor. He took 
Meisa’s hand and exited the carriage as gracefully as his stiff 
body would allow. He let Meisa to lead him the base of the 
palace’s steps in something of a daze. 


Standing in front of it, outside of the carriage, it loomed 
upon him like a giant. 


Amiti stretched his neck up to take in all of it and not even 
the soreness and aches in his body from sitting in the 
carriage for so long could take away from his wonder at the 
sight of the palace with the sun low in the sky behind it, 


lowering further down the mountain where eventually it 
would be hidden until it rose again in the morning. 


“It must be beautiful at sunrise,” he said softly. 
Meisa made a small, approving sound. 


“You will have to catch King Wo in a good mood and have 
him take you out here to see it one day,” she suggested 
pleasantly. 


And just like that, at the mention of who waited behind 
those beautiful palace doors, Amiti was snapped out of his 
daydreams. 


He looked away from the palace and to Meisa and - he 
noticed for the first time - to the Kaochoan soldier in his 
green uniform who stood a little ways away from them, 
seemingly at attention but for the sidelong curious glances 
he shot Amiti’s way. 


That soldier must have been the one to open the carriage 
door for them, Amiti realized. 


This was the first time Amiti had ever seen a Kaochoan 
soldier so closely, without the benefit of Ayuthay’s walls 
separating him from them where they loitered about outside 
Ayuthay’s palace, listless about what they should be doing 
with all of Ayuthay’s people seemingly magically 
disappeared. 


This soldier looked a lot less bored than the ones who'd been 
in Ayuthay had but he didn’t paint a very intimidating 
picture. He looked perhaps only a few years older than Amiti 
himself. The sword he carried looked like it was almost as tall 
as he was and he did not look very comfortable with carrying 
it. 


“Will | be meeting the king tonight?” Amiti asked Meisa, 
struggling to keep his voice even and free of wariness. 


He did not know what answer he dreaded more as he asked - 
having to meet his future husband imminently or having to 
wait - but he felt a wave of relief wash over him when Meisa 
shook her head in the negative. 


“No, your highness, not tonight,” she said. She then killed 
Amiti’s relief in one fell swoop when she added, “You'll see 
him tomorrow at the wedding.” 


Amiti could feel his throat clench with shock at the answer 
and a small startled noise escaped from him. For some 
reason he darted a glance over at the Kaochoan soldier who 
had opened the carriage door for them, as though he might 
share Amiti’s surprise. 


The solider didn’t look surprised at all, however. He only now 
watched Amiti with open curiosity until he noticed that 
Amiti was looking at him and he startled and straightened, 
his eyes fleeing away. 


Amiti tore his own gaze back to Meisa. 


“The wedding will be tomorrow?” he asked, trying 
desperately to keep his voice even. “I had assumed it 
wouldn’t take place for days, at least.” 


Meisa smiled apologetically and said, “King Wo does not like 
to be kept waiting.” 


The Kaochoan soldier let out a noise that sounded like a 
laugh. 


Amiti jerked his head back to the man in surprise at the 
same time Meisa shot the soldier a vicious look that could 


turn water into ice were she a water adept, it was so cold. 
The soldier paled and his posture became rigid. He carefully 
turned away from Meisa and Amiti’s direction. 


Meisa glared at the man for a moment longer and then 
looked away. The glare disappeared when she turned her 
eyes back on Amiti, and she cleared her throat and 
continued genially, “As | was saying, the king does not see a 
reason to wait any longer to fulfill the main term of your 
agreement now that you are in Kaocho. He has kindly 
allowed for you to take tonight to rest from our journey and 
you'll have the morning for yourself, as well. All the 
preparations have been made for the wedding already, 
Prince Amiti. You needn’t worry about anything but getting a 
good night’s sleep.” 


Amiti took a deep breath and told himself to steady. He 
thought he had quite a bit more to worry about than just 
sleeping , and little hope that he would sleep at all tonight 
besides, but he knew there was nothing more to be done 
about it. 


He’d come to Kaocho to get married, after all. There was 
nothing shocking about that, and perhaps it was better that 
it happened tomorrow rather than days or weeks from now. 
The sooner the agreement made on paper between Ayuthay 
and Kaocho was finally secured in reality, the better, and the 
sooner that Amiti’s place here in this new country would be 
set in stone, not left hanging in ambiguity, the better for 
that, too. 


For if Amiti had had doubts about following through with it 
all, then it was no jump to wonder if Wo might have had 
doubts of his own, as well. 


Amiti did not want to give Wo a chance to change his mind 
about marrying him or an excuse he could use to get out of 
it. He had no doubt that if he said he wanted to postpone 
the wedding, to give it a few days or weeks or however long 
when everything was already prepared, Wo would certainly 
be vexed about it. Probably enough to accuse Amiti of 
voiding their agreement entirely. Wo would not lose face if 
he said that Amiti was the one who broke their treaty, not 
him, and the wedding was off because of that. 


Amiti didn’t know what his life in Kaocho would be like 
already but he certainly didn’t want to find out what would 
happen to him if the agreement was dissolved and he was 
still in Kaocho at the time - not as a fiance to the king, not 
as his spouse and consort, but as a foreign prince from a 
country that a treaty had just been broken with and that had 
been in conflict with Kaocho for so long before that treaty 
was ever made. 


Amiti would be without protection if that happened. 


He would be all but a prisoner, then, surely. A hostage that 
Wo could use to leverage what he wanted from Paithos and 
Ayuthay. 


He would have no friends in Kaocho to defend him - Meisa, 
the closest thing he had to a friend here, certainly wouldn't. 
Her offer of friendship was built on her own plans for her 
king and in her hope for Amiti’s participation in those plans. 
It was all absolutely contingent on Amiti being Wo’s consort. 
If Amiti didn’t marry Wo, he could hardly be of use to Meisa 
the way she wanted him to be. Worse, the things she had 
confided in him that would be useful for him to know - and 
her to tell - if he married Wo would suddenly become a lot 
less beneficial, and even dangerous for Meisa herself, should 
Amiti ever repeat any of it. 


He would be a loose end then and Meisa did not strike Amiti 
as a person who liked to leave loose ends hanging as they 
were. Somehow that thought was much more intimidating 
than becoming Wo’s consort in only a day’s time was. 


Amiti exhaled slowly. No, none of that could be allowed to 
happen. It would make everything it had taken to get him 
here worthless if it did. No uncertainty about his future that 
he had now could be worse than what he would have then. 


“You're right, | suppose,” he told Meisa. “There’s no need for 
any undue delay. Tomorrow is as good a day for a wedding as 
any.” 


Meisa nodded as though she never expected him to say 
anything else. 


“Good, your highness. Now why don’t we head inside?” 


Amiti gave a short nod of agreement and together, with the 
Kaochoan soldier at their backs, he and Meisa ascended the 
white stone steps of Kaocho Palace. 


* 


The soldier that had followed behind Amiti and Meisa skirted 
around them once they reached the top step and opened 
the large double doors for them, and as the doors opened, 
they all stepped into a world of gold. 


The northern walls of the palace reminded Amiti of large 
honey-combs, both for their design and color, and the floor 
of Kaocho Palace was made of gleaming golden stone that 
shined so brightly, it looked as if it could have been alive. 


Rectangular slabs of golden stone made the path in front of 
Amiti that led straight forward to a set of stone steps much 
like the ones they had climbed to enter the palace. These 
steps led to a wide landing with a floor made out of 
hexagonal white and lavender stone. Two giant red columns 
stood in the center of the landing with another set of steps 
in between them which then led to a smaller landing with a 
floor of gold stone that made up a short path to a set of 
large, and currently closed, red doors which were a smaller 
version of the doors in front of the palace. 


Two Kaochoan soldiers stood below these doors in front of 
each column on the landing, guarding whatever lay behind 
them. Their eyes widened when they saw who had entered 
the palace and they shot Amiti the same curious looks the 
other solider had, though they were much more obvious 
about doing it. 


Hallways stretched off to either side of Amiti. When he 
stepped further into the palace and looked closer, he could 
tell at a glance that both hallways led into steps that 
descended slightly and at the end of each hall was a 
staircase that led upwards, though he could not tell from 
where he stood where those stairs went. 


The same gold floors in the front hall continued to the east 
and west, but the stones were smaller and their shape and 
placement less uniform, and they were covered by large 
hexagonal carpets of purple and smaller oval carpets of 
green in certain places. The walls on the eastern and 
western halls were of a lighter honey color, but they did not 
have the honeycomb pattern of the northern palace wall, 
and they were accented by a tawny brown wood. Floor to 
ceiling columns of the same red wood as the large columns 
in the front hall were place at intervals along these halls and 


they had green and white accents on them at both the top 
and bottom that the larger columns did not have. 


Red lanterns much like the ones Amiti had seen in Kaocho 
proper, but larger, hanged from the highest walls of the 
palace. All that Amiti saw was brightly lit as a result of them. 


For Amiti, who had only ever known the palace of Ayuthay 
which was built with lovingly sculpted stone, Kaocho Palace 
with its mix of wood and stone was something new - and 
also something marvelous. He had never seen golden stone 
before, nor was he very familiar with wooden buildings, 
either. 


The craftsmanship that had went into building Kaocho 
Palace - and, in fact, all of Kaocho - impressed Amiti. He 
didn’t think it was overstating it to say that any Exathi 
descendant would be similarly impressed. 


Meisa’s voice finally pulled Amiti from his pursual of his 
surroundings. 


“If you'll follow me, Prince Amiti, | can show you to your 
room,” she said. Her head was tilted to the eastern hall and 
at Amiti’s nod of acquiescence, she turned and started 
walking in that direction. 


Amiti followed dutifully behind and only turned back once at 
the sound of the palace’s doors closing. He saw the 
Kaochoan soldier who had followed them in closing the 
doors before fiddling with some large, gold metal work on 
the inside of them that Amiti realized at once must have 
been some sort of locking mechanism. 


The soldier was sealing everyone in for the night. Though 
Amiti knew it must have been normal practice, his nerves 
fluttered restlessly at the thought of being locked inside this 


unfamiliar place full of strangers, beautiful as it may have 
been. 


He pushed those nerves away and concentrated on following 
Meisa. 


It was better that he pay attention to her, so that he might 
memorize the route from the palace doors to his own room. 
There would be time to explore later, most likely, but in the 
meantime Amiti would hate to be lost here - and knowing 
the way to get out, if he ever needed to use it, certainly 
couldn’t hurt. 


To Amiti’s relief, the way to his room from the entry hall was 
not overly complicated. 


Meisa led Amiti down the eastern hallway and then down the 
small flight of stone steps. From there, they turned towards 
the staircase that ascended upwards. It was quite long and 
ended at a set of red doors just like the ones the Kaochoan 
soldiers in the main hall were guarding. 


There was another set of soldiers guarding these doors and 
both of them jumped to attention at the sight of Amiti and 
Meisa ascending to the landing they stood on. 


Meisa gave them a short nod in greeting and said, “I’m 
delivering King Wo’s consort to his room.” 


The soldiers eyes only got wider. They looked at Amiti in 
unison, curious wonder on their faces, only to jump again 
when Meisa cleared her throat somewhat impatiently. 


“I can hardly deliver Prince Amiti if the doors remained 
closed, can |?” she asked waspishly. 


The soldiers did not need to be told twice. They moved to 
open the doors immediately and earned another nod from 
Meisa, though it was a little more curt than the nod she 
greeted them with. 


“Thank you, but do try to be more prompt in the future,” she 
told them, though not unkindly. “You know that King Wo 
would never stand for being delayed, so you should not 
expect the prince to put up with it, either.” 


Finished with that admonishment, Meisa headed through the 
doors. 


Amiti gave the soldiers a small nod of his own and tried for a 
smile, as if to soften Meisa’s words, but it was difficult to 
keep the smile with the way they boggled at him for giving 
it. His smile did nothing to make them look less like a cross 
between startled deer and chastised children. If anything, it 
only made them look more confounded. 


The reaction made Amiti wonder what exactly was causing it 
- was it more to do with him or Meisa or, perhaps, with King 
Wo? 


He pushed the thought aside with all the other curious 
questions he’d have to find answers for at some other time 
and followed Meisa through the doors. He heard them click 
closed quietly behind him a few seconds after he went 
through. 


There were no more staircases on the floor Meisa had led 
him to, only a single hall with the same golden floors and 
honeycomb walls as the palace’s ground floor. Three red 
doors with golden handles were pressed into these walls, 
one door in the center and one on either of the far sides. 
More red lanterns hanging from the ceiling gave good light 
to all of it. 


“This is the highest floor of the palace and also the King’s 
floor,” Meisa told him. “No one else lives up here except for 
King Wo - and now you, your highness. Now, this way.” 


She turned to the left, bypassing the door in front of them 
and the door in the middle entirely, and headed towards the 
last door on the end. She opened this door, pushing it 
inward, and gestured for Amiti to step inside. 


Tentatively, Amiti did, and found a large room illuminated by 
smaller versions of the same lanterns he had seen in 
elsewhere in the palace. The room itself was done up in the 
same golds and reds as everywhere else. 


The walls of the room were a honey gold color with dark red 
wood accenting it in different places. At the farthest end of 
the room, in the very center wall, was a great set of red 
doors, a smaller version of the doors to the palace and the 
doors that the stairs in the entry hall led to. Two other even 
smaller doors were on the left hand wall, one at the very 
north end of the room and the other at the very south. The 
floor was made of the same gold stone as the floors Amiti 
walked on to get there, and there were several large 
hexagonal carpets of rich purple and burgundy threads 
covering it in several locations. 


A low brown round table sat in very the center of the room 
on one such carpet with several trunks surrounding it, and a 
wardrobe, a set of drawers, and various tall shelves of the 
Same brown wood were scattered in different places 
throughout the room. A stove sat in the center of the left 
hand wall with a chimney running up it between the two 
sets of small red doors, and on the right side of the room 
rested a large bed which was almost entirely hidden by a tall 
and intricately carved wooden divider that hid all but a 


single corner of it that was peaking out for Amiti to see from 
where he stood in the doorway. 


It was, all told, a beautiful room, one that Amiti imagined 
anyone would be happy to live in. His only complaint, such a 
small but poignant thing it was, was that the room was a bit 
too sparse on personal effects to yet be called any one 
person’s home. The room was beautiful and large and rich 
but it had all the impersonality of a room at an inn and none 
of the homeyness or familiarity of Amiti’s room back in 
Ayuthay, which made all the difference in the world. 


As if sensing his thoughts, Meisa said helpfully, “Your things 
from Ayuthay are in the trunks, your highness. You may 
unpack them at your leisure or ask the servants to help you. 
If you need anything more, you need only ask and it can be 
sent for or bought here in Kaocho.” 


Amiti nodded and made a noise of acknowledgment. His 
gaze swept through the room, taking in every detail from the 
hand carved divider that hid the bed to the plushness of the 
carpets that covered so much of the floor. 


He kept lingering on the doors, though, both the large and 
the small. 


“Where do these doors go to, Meisa?” he asked. 


Meisa walked further into the room, towards the large set of 
doors at the far end of the wall, and gestured to Amiti to 
follow her. He did. Once at the doors, Meisa showed him a 
smaller version of the intricate gold metalwork he’d seen 
when he glanced back at the Kaochoan soldier at the front 
doors of the palace. 


“This is a lock, your highness,” she said, confirming Amiti’s 
earlier guess. “It’s very strong. Nothing can open this door 


from the outside if this is engaged. It’s locked right now, but 
see---” 


She showed him how to unlock the doors and once done, 
she pushed the right side door open. Amiti immediately felt 
a breeze of air and heard the sounds of crickets chirping and 
water running. It was nearly dark out but still light enough 
that Amiti could see trees and a mountainside in the near 
distance. 


“This balcony stretches out the length of the floor, but 
doesn’t go around,” Meisa explained. “If you walk across to 
the right, you'll find another set of doors like your own at the 
end that lead to King Wo’s room. That door is usually locked 
as well, of course.” 


“Of course,” Amiti repeated. “And the other doors?” 


Meisa closed the balcony door and locked it again, doing it 
slowly to make sure that Amiti saw how it was done. 


They headed to the left side of the room then and Meisa 
stopped at the door on the north end and opened it up. 


A much dimmer, more honeyed version of the lantern light 
in the room they stood in greeted them, but it was enough 
for Amiti to see easily a room in the same colors as his own. 
This room, however, had a large square-shaped white stone 
bath in the center while areas in the center of the east and 
west walls were hidden by dividers such as what hid Amiti’s 
bed. Amiti could see lantern light glowing behind those 
dividers, and though he could not tell what they hid behind 
their walls, he didn’t find it difficult to guess. 


At the far wall, glossy red shelves stocked with towels and 
containers of unknown things stood tall on either side of the 
room. Between them, there was a red door just like the one 


that led into this room from Amiti’s. Amiti could also smell 
the scent of incense in the air - rose and jasmine and sage, 
he thought. Not fresh enough to be burning now but as 
though they were burned often enough to embed their very 
scents into the walls. 


“The bathing chamber,” Meisa said as she closed the door to 
it. “There are toilets and sinks behind each of those dividers. 
The door in there leads to the king’s room so you will share 
this chamber with him. No one else is permitted to use this 
chamber and the king does not let anyone into his own 
room, so you needn’t worry that anyone may access your 
room through here.” 


Except King Wo himself, Amiti thought, but Meisa did not 
mention him and Amiti couldn’t bare to ask. He did cast a 
surreptitious glance at the closed door and was not exactly 
pleased to see that it had no locks on it like the doors that 
led to the balcony. 


Meisa led Amiti down the room to the final door which she 
opened and walked through, Amiti following behind. 


“And this is the sitting chamber,” Meisa said, though to Amiti 
it looked much more like a library or an office than a sitting 
room. 


While Amiti’s own room was impersonal and barren of 
decoration, this room was anything but. 


Tapestries and hangings covered so much of the far northern 
wall that only a little of the actual honey color of the wall 
itself peaked through. Every other wall in the room was 
covered almost entirely by floor to ceiling bookshelves made 
of a rich red wood, every one of them positively stuffed to 
brimming with tomes of every possible color binding, shape, 
and size. The only space that these shelves didn’t cover 


were the three doors in the room, but they crowded towards 
them so that Amiti was amazed there was enough room for 
the doors to even open into. 


The actual furniture in the room other than these shelves 
included a large square desk at the northern center of the 
room of the same dark red as the bookshelves, covered in 
strewn papers and scrolls and ink pots and quills, and an 
intricately carved chair made of the same wood that sat 
behind it. At the center of the room was a much smaller, 
lower version of the desk on a large hexagon of purple 
carpet and several comfortable looking cushions 
Surrounding it. Lanterns hanged from the ceiling, giving the 
room a pleasant soft light. 


The room looked well-used in every way. Lived in in a way 
Amiti’s own room did not yet look. Loved in a way that only a 
home could be loved. 


Amiti did not need Meisa to tell him to know that King Wo 
likely spent a great deal of time here, and he wondered - 
then felt his face warm from wondering - how it compared to 
his private room. Was evidence of Wo’s interests linger 
across that room? Did the king spend as much time in there 
as he clearly did in here? 


“King Wo has used this room as his personal office since the 
palace was built, but now that the consort’s suite won’t be 
empty, it’s to be yours as well. However,” Meisa paused for a 
moment and then went on gently, “However, his majesty 
can be very particular about his personal space. It would be 
in your highness’s best interests to consult the king if 
there’s anything in this room you would like to change and 
to be sure to put things back where you find them, should 
you want to go exploring.” 


“You said the king doesn’t let anyone in his room,” Amiti 
remembered. He hesitated for a time before pushing on, 
“Does King Wo expect for us to live separately? Am | to 
never go in his room myself?” 


Amiti couldn’t help but dart his eyes to the red door across 
the room, the door that must have led to King Wo’s 
chambers where the man might even be residing as they 
spoke. 


Amiti felt himself flush at the thought of going through that 
door, of sharing a room with another person as spouses 
shared rooms with one another. 


When he tore his eyes away from the door and looked at 
Meisa, he thought he could detect amusement shining in her 
eyes. “The king will want you to spend the wedding night 
and honeymoon in his room, Prince Amiti, and | suppose 
what happens from there all depends on how he enjoys it.” 


Amiti flushed harder and made a noise that could only be 
called distressed. 


Meisa laughed softly and shook her head as she steered 
Amiti out of the sitting chamber and led him back to his 
room. 


“| would expect that King Wo will want you in his room quite 
often, your highness,” she said without a touch of shame, 
“but you should treat this room as if it’s yours, as well. 
Unpack your things and buy more things to put in here. 
Make yourself at home, so that you may have a place that’s 
all your own - and so that when the king ever wants to come 
here to you, he can see that you're truly settling in to 
Kaocho. But all of that is for another day. Tonight, all you 
need to worry about is sleeping. Do you need anything from 
me before | go?” 


Meisa stilled and looked at Amiti expectantly. It was, Amiti 
thought, very much like how she looked at Paithos back in 
Ayuthay. 


He shook his head. “No, | think | can manage to take care of 
myself from here.” 


“Good, your highness, then get some sleep. Servants will be 
sent to you in the morning to prepare you for the wedding. It 
will be a long day and you'll need all the rest you can get.” 


“I will do the best | can to get it, then,” Amiti promised, and 
meant it. He had felt tired from the ride from Ayuthay to 
Kaocho but now the feeling was bone deep, and the bed so 
close to him seemed very inviting. 


Meisa nodded as though she knew his best was all she could 
ask for. 


“Goodnight, then, Prince Amiti,” she said. She gave a short 
bow to him and turned to leave, and it was only as she was 
about to go through the door that Amiti had an impulse. 


He called out, stopped her, “Wait. Meisa---” 


Meisa stilled, half-way through the door, and turned to him. 
“Yes, your highness?” 


“You don’t need to call me your highness, Meisa....or prince. 
You may call me Amiti.” 


She tilted her head at that and looked at Amiti very 
thoughtfully for a moment, but then she gave him another 
bow. She was smiling a little as she rose. 


“You do me an honor,” she said. “Goodnight, Amiti.” 


And then she was gone, closing the doors softly behind her. 


Amiti waited for a minute before he walked up to the closed 
door and locked it how Meisa showed him to. He tested the 
handle, just to check, and breathed out a long sigh when it 
didn’t give. 


Once alone, Amiti’s body sagged and all of his weariness 
from the long day seemed to rush through him all at once. 


The aches in his muscles from riding in the carriage that 
he’d almost forgotten since arriving at Kaocho Palace 
twinged, shoulders and back and limbs all reminding Amiti 
that they were worn out and displeased. Amiti placed both 
of his hands on either side of his neck and sent waves of ply 
psyenergy through his body, and the aches settled, the 
hurts faded away. He stretched his arms above his head and 
didn’t feel so much as a little discomfort, but he yawned 
greatly, too, still tired. The thought of going to his wedding 
tomorrow how he felt now made Amiti feel even more 
exhausted. 


Psyenergy would do nothing for tiredness, however, only 
sleep would. 


Amiti eyed the corner of the bed that peaked out from 
behind the divider that surrounded it and sighed before he 
made his way to it on weary feet. He moved the divider 
aside once he got there and it slid easily, revealing a large 
bed with honey gold sheets shot through with darker gold 
thread and plenty of pillows at the top that Amiti yearned to 
rest his head on. A light purple quilt lay folded at the end of 
the bed just waiting for someone to slide into it and pull its 
covers up over them - and so that’s exactly what Amiti did. 


He sat and spared a moment to pull off his boots, leaving 
them carelessly on the floor, and then curled up int the 


center of the bed, bringing the quilt up to cover him. He 
could feel his body all but melt into the softness of it all, 
feeling like he rested on a cloud. 


Falling asleep was the fastest, easiest thing Amiti had done 
all day. 


* 


Amiti awoke to the sound of a light tapping on wood. 


He was disoriented when he first opened his eyes, not quite 
sure where he was or what woke him. It took a few seconds 
of blinking at the room around him before his mind started 
working again and he recognized his surroundings, 
remembering that he was in Kaocho and not Ayuthay. 


It took another few seconds for Amiti to realize that what 
woke him up was the sound of someone knocking on his 
door. 


His heart twinged with nerves as he pushed the covers off of 
himself and stumbled out of bed, walking quickly to the door 
where he stopped and realized he must look quite a sight, 
just hopped out of bed in the same clothes he’d worn all day 
the day before. Amiti spared a glance at the trunks in the 
center of the room he had yet to unpack and quickly 
discarded the idea of rummaging through them to find 
something to change into. Fates only knew which trunk his 
clothes were even in or whether they’d be any more suitable 
than what he already had on. 


There was more tapping at the door, sounding louder now 
that Amiti was right in front of it, and he was so startled by 
the noise that he bit his tongue. He settled for taking a 
moment to press down his hair and run his hands over his 


clothes, smoothing out what wrinkles he could, and prayed 
that he looked alright. 


He took a deep breath and unlocked the door the way Meisa 
showed him the night before. It only occurred to Amiti as he 
was turning the handle that it might be King Wo himself he 
was about to come face to face with. His heart ratcheted up 
in his chest and seemed to be held in suspended horror 
there as he swung the door open, only to come crashing 
back down in relief and confusion when he saw that it was 
not Wo there at all, but a girl of about Amiti’s age with two 
others standing behind her, all of whom went wide-eyed at 
the sight of him. 


“Hello,” Amiti greeted tentatively. He offered a smile to them 
and all three, like carefully choreographed dancers, blushed 
in unison and bowed. 


“G-good morning, your highness,” the girl in front, the tallest 
of all of them, greeted once they rose. She was obviously 
nervous and flushing madly from it, but her voice was strong 
and steady when she continued, “Meisa has sent us to get 
you ready for the wedding, if it pleases you.” 


Amiti’s hand tightened on the door handle. 
The wedding. 
Of course, the wedding. 


The marriage was the whole reason he was here. He’d spent 
all day yesterday and for weeks before thinking about it, 
worrying about it, until he was exhausted with it and yet this 
morning the first time he remembered that he’d be getting 
married today was when this girl reminded him. 


He could almost laugh at himself, but he didn’t. 


His hand loosened on the handle and he opened the door 
wider. 


“Yes, of course. Meisa told me she would send 
someone...Please, come in.” 


The girls all nodded and came pouring in quickly. 


Amiti closed the door behind them and when he turned 
around, he found all of them standing in a row. 


The tallest one who had greeted him stood in the middle 
with her hands folded in front of her. Both of the girls on 
either side of her were a head shorter than she was, though 
the one on the right looked younger than the one on the left, 
and neither of them were empty handed. 


The girl on the right carried with her an intricately carved, 
dark red chest that was about the size of two large books 
stacked on top of each other and had green gems gleaming 
along its sides while the girl on the left carried a plain 
wooden basket whose insides were hidden by a lid. 


All three girls stood with their backs straight, poised as if 
waiting for him to direct them. 


Amiti was at a loss. 


It was not that he was unused to directing servants. In 
Ayuthay, he did that every day. The problem was that this 
was not Ayuthay and he had no idea what it was he was 
supposed to direct these servants to do here. 


There was to be a wedding that day, but that was all Amiti 
really knew. Meisa had not given him any details about the 
ceremony or anything else about what would happen on this 
day beyond that, and though Amiti was not well traveled, he 


was well read, and he knew better than to assume that the 
wedding customs in Kaocho would be the same as in 
Ayuthay. 


“Ah...would you tell me your names, please?” he asked the 
servants. Amiti supposed that was a good a Start as any. 


The tallest girl, clearly the leader of them or at least the one 
most used to her position, came forward without delay. She 
bowed to Amiti again. 


“My name is Mina, your highness,” she said. “On my right is 
Wenxue and on my left is Yoni. Meisa has selected us to 
beyour personal servants, but --” she paused and a worried 
look came on her face for just a second before it flitted away. 
She recovered quickly and went on, “But, Meisa has said 
that if you do not like us, you may come to her and she will 
let you pick out new servants, if that is what you wish.” 


Though Mina was able to hide her worry over the notion of 
potentially being seen as lacking quickly enough, the other 
two weren’t quite so fast. The younger one, Wenxue, looked 
especially nervous. She could not seem to look up from the 
ground at all and Amiti would swear that she was trembling. 


His heart panged with sympathy for them. 


As much as he’d worried about how he would be met in 
Kaocho, he hadn't realized that the people of Kaocho might 
be worried about how he would meet with them. He’d only 
thought of King Wo and what he would have to face in his 
marriage to him and in his new country and how that might 
affect Ayuthay. 


It had not occurred to Amiti that the Kaochoans might be 
worried about how their king’s new consort might be to 
them and how it might affect their lives, and it should have. 


A country was more than just the king who ruled over it, 
after all, or whoever he married. 


“I am sure that | will be completely satisfied with the work 
you do,” Amiti told them gently. He was relieved to see that 
they lost some of their tenseness at that and that little 
Wenxue stopped trembling and even darted her eyes up to 
Amiti for a glance, though she looked away quickly when 
she met Amitis eyes and her face flushed scarlet 
afterwards. 


He cleared his throat and smiled a little ruefully, then, 
directing his gaze at Mina as he said, “I am afraid, though, 
that you may know more about what Meisa would like for me 
to do this morning than | do. | only know that the wedding 
will be today and - well, that is about it.” 


Mina blinked a few times at that. Amiti imagined she was 
surprised that he who was getting married knew less than 
she did about the whole thing, but she persevered through it 
easily. 


“I understand, your highness,” she said. “Meisa thought that 
you would like to bathe this morning and eat. Yoni has food 
in her basket she can prepare on your stove and Wenxue has 
your garments for the ceremony in the chest she carries. | 
believe Meisa will be by soon herself to take you to the 
Sanctum and she will Know more about the ceremony than 
we do, if you need to ask anything.” 


Amiti nodded. “That sounds like a fine plan to me.” 


It also sounded like it was all happening entirely too fast, 
too, but Amiti knew it was only nerves that made him think 
so. This was all that he had been expecting for weeks and 
now as close to everything happening than ever, 
anxiousness made it feel like time was speeding up. 


Time was going at the same rate as ever, of course. Amiti 
only needed to slow his mind down and then it would feel 
that way again. 


“Would you like me to draw your bath now, your highness?” 
Mina asked. 


“Yes, | would, but --” He smiled at them all again and in his 
heart he wished that he had his uncle in the room to smile at 
him and reassure him as well. “--- you needn’t ask me before 
you do things. If you’re unsure about something, it is fine, 
but I’m sure you know what your jobs are. You may do them 
without asking me for permission about every little thing.” 


They nodded, understanding and perhaps even a little 
relieved, but before they could go about their jobs, Amiti 
went on, “And you need not call me your highness or 
anything like it all the time, either. If you’re to be assisting 
me every day, then please feel free to call me Amiti.” 


That offer was met with outright shock. Mina gave a sharp 
inhale, Yoni went wide-eyed, and even Wenxue was startled 
into looking up at Amiti and straight into his face. 


But none of them objected or refused or looked insulted and 
so Amiti counted it as a win. 


The girls went to work and Amiti went about getting ready to 
be married. 


* 


Amiti followed Mina into the bathing chamber and watched 
her turn the taps that sprouted out from the large bath in 
the center of the room to send water gushing out of them 


before heading to one of the red shelves across the room to 
take down a few items. When she returned with them 
bundled in her arms and set them down next to the bath, 
Amiti saw that she had brought a bar of soap, a glass bottle 
filled with some clear liquid, a scrubbing sponge, a towel, 
and a robe. 


When she stood, Amiti could see a blush burned high on her 
cheeks, and he knew the reason for it when she asked, “Do 
you need help bathing, your - Amiti?” 


Amiti could feel his own face heating at the question and he 
quickly shook his head. 


“No, Mina. | - | quite know how to bathe myself.” 
Mina looked relieved at the answer. 


“Very good, then,” she said, and then went about 
explaining, “The bottle | brought over is to wash your hair 
with. The same taps | used to turn the water on also turn it 
off if you move them in the opposite direction; the left one is 
for hot water and the right is for cold. To drain the water, you 
only need to pull that cord right there once. You don’t need 
to worry about cleaning anything up, we can do that after 
you're done. Do you require anything else, y - Amiti?” 


Amiti smiled and shook his head. “No, there’s nothing else. 
Thank you, Mina.” 


Mina nodded again and left, heading out the door and back 
into Amiti’s room without another word. She closed the door 
so softly behind her, it didn’t make a sound over the noise of 
the running water. 


Amiti stood watching the door for only a moment longer, as 
though wanting to be sure he would stay alone, and then 


looked over at the quickly filling bath and the steam rising 
from the water. He decided it looked rather inviting and 
started to undress, taking care to fold his clothes and set 
them to the side. He thought that just because Mina said he 
didn’t need to worry about cleaning anything didn’t mean 
he should leave the place a mess. 


When Amiti climbed into the bath and lowered his body 
down, a low sigh escaped him at the pleasure of having hot 
water against his skin. He let the bath fill up to mid-chest 
level and then turned off the water. He laid back in the bath 
and could feel the heat sink into him, relaxing him almost as 
easily as ply psyenergy ever could. He stretched out his legs 
and enjoyed how much space there was, enough that two 
people could fit in the bath easily and still be comfortable. 


Amiti warmed at that thought for reasons that had nothing 
to do with the temperature of the water. 


It led to him thinking of King Wo and wondering how often 
he used this bathing chamber himself. 


It would be a good thing to know since they were going to 
Share it, to prevent any awkwardness. Amiti felt 
embarrassed just thinking of the possibility of coming into 
this room to bathe only to find Wo already in the bath - but 
that was a silly thing to feel, wasn’t it? They would be 
married soon enough and embarrassment at such a thing 
would be beyond Amiti, surely, when he would have to share 
deeper intimacies with Wo than that. 


Amiti felt embarrassed at the thought of those intimacies, 
too. Embarrassed and horribly nervous. 


Amiti wasn’t ignorant to what married couples did with each 
other, of course, but neither had he ever experienced such a 


thing for himself. He knew how the act went between men, 
in theory, but hadn’t a clue how it would go in actuality. 


The fact was, Amiti could not easily imagine laying down 
with another person. He struggled terribly to imagine laying 
down with Wo, specifically, who he had never seen and 
whose personality he only knew of in the broadest of terms. 
The facts that he knew about Wo did not paint a picture of a 
kind lover, either, for who could expect gentleness from a 
man so obsessed with war and the conquering of countries? 
Meisa seemed to think Wo would find Amiti attractive, but 
that told Amiti next to nothing. 


He was not naive. He knew well that someone’s attraction to 
a person was not a guarantee of kind behavior towards 
them. 


Amiti turned the problem around and around in his mind, 
but ultimately he realized that he would never learn the 
things he wanted to know about Wo by simply thinking 
about what the answers he wanted might be. He wouldn’t 
find out anything for certain until he actually met Wo 
himself. He wouldn’t know what being intimate with Wo was 
like until he was already in the king’s bed. 


That was not a new sort of realization, however, but one that 
had been plaguing Amiti for weeks. His only consolation now 
was that he would not have to wait much longer. Whether 
that consolation turned out to be a blessing or a curse, Amiti 
would have to wait to find out about as well. 


Amiti sat up in the bath not long later and decided he had 
been soaking long enough. 


He went about actually bathing, then, first grabbing the bar 
of soap and lathering himself thoroughly until suds coated 
his skin like a foamy robe and then using the sponge to 


scrub himself pink. He wet his hair and uncorked the bottle 
Mina had fetched for him, sniffing it and smelling the light 
scent of honeysuckle before he poured a good bit into his 
hands and worked it through his hair, rubbing circles in his 
scalp. Once he was done with that, he pulled the cord that 
opened the drain and once half the water had disappeared, 
he turned the water on again - a third hot and half cold, so 
that what came out was pleasantly but not icily cool. Amiti 
bent his head forward first and washed the suds from his 
hair, and when that was done he used his hands to cup the 
water and rinse off his body until it was clear of soapy foam, 
standing and bending uncomfortably in order to rinse his 
legs. 


He waited until all the water went down the drain to finally 
put his feet under the tap and let the suds run off of those 
one at a time, and only then did he turn the water back off 
and step out of the bath. 


He picked up the towel Mina had laid out for him and used it 
to dry himself, enjoying the soothing softness of the fabric 
against his well-scrubbed skin, and once he was dried, he 
put the towel down next to his dirty clothes for a lack of 
anywhere else to put it and picked up the robe. He slipped it 
on and was relieved that it was as comfortable as the towel, 
the fabric as soft as anything Amiti had ever worn. 


He stood still for another moment breathing in the steamy 
air of the chamber. 


Amiti felt then, in that moment, that it was the last second 
of solitude he would ever have, the last second of freedom. 
Everything had already been in motion for weeks now, of 
course, but Amiti felt that once he left that room, it would 
finally be real. 


His marriage would not be some event in the near future to 
look at with nerves and the small relief that there was still a 
little more time to wait yet, but something he would be 
actively making ready for today. 


When he left that room, he would start getting ready to be 
married and he would not stop until the thing was done. 
There would be no breaks, no interludes, no more waiting. 


Amiti felt as though there was a heavy weight on his 
shoulders and wished not for the first time that Paithos was 
there with him to shoulder some of it. His uncle would know 
the right thing to say to make him feel better, to give him 
strength. 


If not Paithos, then at least someone else Amiti knew and 
knew well. A servant who had worked for him for years, a 
friend. Someone familiar in this unfamiliar place, on this day 
when he would be surrounded by unfamiliar faces and 
participate in an unfamiliar ceremony so that he might be 
married to a man who was but a stranger to him. 


It was not, Amiti thought, such a large thing to wish for, but 
neither was it a wish that could be granted to him. 


Amiti would not have familiarity then, but that did not mean 
he was totally alone. He had three servants just a room away 
who were as nervous as he was, albeit for wholly different 
reasons, and who would be there for him today and all the 
days he was in Kaocho. He had Meisa, who he could at least 
trust enough to help him get through this day and make the 
agreement she'd worked so hard to broker come to fruition, 
who he might trust beyond that if he went along with her 
machinations. 


And later, he would have Wo, too. Fates only knew if Amiti 
would want him once he had him, but he would have him 


nonetheless and if he was lucky, he would be at least be 
able to be content for it. Amiti did not dare to hope for more 
than that. 


* 


Amiti left the bathing chamber to find Meisa in his room. 


She was at the round table in the center of the room, using 
one of the trunks that surrounded it as a seat, while Mina 
served her tea. Yoni and Wenxue both stood by the stove, 
chatting softly. All of them looked up when he entered; Yoni 
and Wenxue’s chatter abruptly died, Mina stilled and then 
finished pouring Meisa’s tea before standing up straight and 
stilling with her attention on Amiti as if waiting for a cue, 
and Meisa rose and nodded at Amiti in acknowledgment. 


“Good morning, Amiti,” Meisa greeted him. She gestured to 
the trunks. “Will you sit with me?” 


“Of course,” he said, and came over and sat. 


Meisa resumed her own seat and made a head tilting 
gesture at Mina. Wordlssly, Mina went over to the stove 
where the other two were and plucked a cup from the shelf 
there, nudging Wenxue as she did. Wenxue startled, but got 
the message Mina’s nudge had sent her. 


When Mina came back over to the table to pour Amiti his 
own tea, Wenxue came, too, and carefully laid down a small 
tray containing rice balls and a small bowl of dark sauce to 
dip them in, along with some mango slices on the side. 


Amiti’s stomach titled with hunger just to look at it. He was 
suddenly reminded that he hadn’t eaten at all since he left 
Ayuthay the day before. 


“Thank you,” he said, offering a small smile to both Mina 
and Wenxue. 


Only Mina returned it. Wenxue only flushed and bowed her 
head, hiding whatever other expression she may have. Both 
girls went to join Yoni by the stove where they turned their 
backs on Amiti and Meisa to give them at least a show of 
privacy, though they must have been able to hear whatever 
was Said regardless. 


Amiti eyed the food on the tray hungrily. He shot a glance at 
Meisa and at her tilt of the head, he picked up one of the 
rice balls, carefully dipped it in the sauce, and nibbled at it. 
His mouth watered when the salty flavor of it hit his tongue. 


“You must be hungry after our travel yesterday,” Meisa 
noted. “It’s only a small fare here, but there will be plenty 
more later so it’s best not to get too full now.” 


Amiti finished the rice ball. He put his hand around his cup 
of tea, but did not pick it up. 


“I’m afraid I’m not as informed about Kaochoan wedding 
traditions as | should be,” he admitted. “Will you tell me how 
everything will go today?” 


“Of course,” Meisa said, and then explained, “Our traditions 
are likely not that different from what you’re used to in 
Ayuthay. Kaocho is still a young country, founded by Sanans, 
and so we still use ceremonies brought over from Sana. After 
you are dressed, l'Il escort you to the sanctum where you will 
go in alone and wait for King Wo to come to meet you. The 
Great Healer will come in and perform the ceremony not 
long after. Mainly he’ll say some words about the duties that 
spouses have towards one another in a marriage and he will 
ask you both if you agree to perform those duties. Upon 


agreement from both of you, you will be considered 
married.” 


Amiti reflected that it really didn’t sound very different from 
how weddings went in Ayuthay. The only major difference 
that Amiti could discern was that Ayuthayan weddings 
usually took place in front of an audience. Even the smallest 
weddings had witnesses who stood by and watched while 
the couple getting married gave their consent to the union. 


“No one else will be in the sanctum with us?” he asked. 


Meisa shook her head. “Sanan tradition dictates that a 
couple who is getting married should not be seen together 
by others until after the ceremony is completed and they 
leave the sanctum as spouses. Most couples already know 
one another for a time before being married, of course, and 
in such cases they will undergo a period of separation after 
the marriage proposal is made and accepted and then 
reunite in the sanctum on the day they are to be married, 
but in cases where the couple has never met, they are to 
meet for the first time in the sanctum. Only the Great Healer 
is permitted to witness the two together when they’re still 
unmarried, and then only for long enough to perform the 
rites.” 


“Oh,” was all Amiti said. 


His mind went back to the night before, to when he arrived 
at Kaocho Palace and asked Meisa if Wo would meet him that 
night. Meisa had made it seem like Wo was making a kind 
gesture by allowing Amiti a night to rest before having to 
meet his future husband, but perhaps that had less to do 
with kindness than it had to do with tradition. 


It was a small bit of deception on Meisa’s part, but Amiti 
made note of it anyway. It was not the first time she had 


presented Wo to him in his best possible light and Amiti 
suspected it wouldn’t be the last. 


He did not say anything about it, however. The day was 
going to be long enough without confronting one of the few 
people he had to help get him through it over something so 
trivial and unsurprising. Of course Meisa would paint a good 
picture of her king to Amiti. It wouldn’t be a stretch to say 
that it was her job to do so. Amiti would get no more 
satisfaction in asking her why she did it than he would in 
asking a flower why it bloomed - it was what she was 
supposed to do, that was why. 


“And what about after we leave the sanctum?” he asked her 
instead. “What do we do then?” 


“After you leave the sanctum, King Wo will escort you back 
to the palace. The people will see you together and may 
watch you from a distance, but the marriage walk after the 
ceremony is for the couple alone. No one else is permitted to 
approach you at that time or speak to you and you should 
avoid initiating any interactions with anyone other than 
King Wo yourself. After you arrive back to the palace you will 
go directly to King Wo’s room and tradition dictates that 
neither of you leave your shared chambers until sunrise the 
day after the ceremony. You may go out after that as you 
like, but typically a newly married couple will spend at least 
a week spending most of their time together in their 
chambers for their honeymoon. | will Suggest to you as | 
have to King Wo that you do the same. The people may 
think something is wrong if either of you is seen as too eager 
to leave the other so soon after marrying.” 


Amiti swallowed down a nervous laugh along with a sip of 
tea. 


Here he was not an hour ago wishing he knew more about 
Wo and now he would have every opportunity to observe the 
king as he wanted. It made him wonder if perhaps the fates 
listened to peoples’ wishes after all and took a great deal of 
amusement in granting them 


“That’s a long time to be alone together,” he said with what 
he hoped came off as impassivity. 


“Yes, it can seem that way,” Meisa agreed. “I’m sure the old 
Sanan elders who devised these things thought it important 
for couples to have some time alone to get used to being 
married, but it is not a bad thing. This will give you some 
time to get to know his majesty and become used to his 
presence. It will be a much easier thing to do without 
anyone else around, | am sure.” 


Amiti wished he had her surety, though he couldn’t deny the 
logic behind what she said. 


“I suppose a week is nothing compared to a lifetime 
together,” he mused. 


“And may it be a long and blessed lifetime for the both of 
you,” Meisa added. As though that marked an end to the 
conversation, she nodded at Amiti and stood. “lII leave you 
to finish eating, then. | trust Mina brought your wedding 
garments to you this morning?” 


Amiti saw Mina turn at the sound of her name where she had 
been standing softly speaking to the other girls near the 
stove. 


“Wenxue did,” Amiti said. Wenxue reacted just as Mina did 
to the sound of her name, though she looked much more 
startled than Mina did when she turned. “I’m afraid I’ve yet 
to look at them, however.” 


“I’m sure you'll find them to your liking,” Meisa assured him. 
“After you've eaten, please get dressed and meet me in the 
hall. We’ll go to the sanctum directly from there.” 


So quickly, Amiti thought with a flare of panic. Then he 
reminded himself he had been waiting for this for a long 
time already and it was not quick at all. 


The reminder did only a little to soothe the panic, but Amiti 
persevered. High-strung nerves were an ailment he’d been 
suffering from since Meisa first came to Ayuthay with the 
proposition that led Amiti to be here in Kaocho getting 
married to its king. He was almost used to it by now, but he 
could only pray that it was an ailment he’d be cured of soon 
enough. 


“I'll be sure not to tarry,” he told Meisa. 


She shook her head and assured him, “Take all the time you 
need. It’s still early yet and his majesty will only set off for 
the sanctum himself once you’re there, so there’s no need to 
rush.” 


Amiti thought it best not to argue. He was in no rush himself 
already and didn’t want to push for the rest of the day to go 
by at a speed he didn’t truly desire. He agreed that he 
would take his time and with that settled, Meisa tilted her 
head at him in a temporary goodbye and left the room. 


* 


Amiti did not hurry to finish the remainder of his food, but 
neither did he go very slowly about it, either. 


His nerves were getting the better of him, was the problem. 


As hungry as he was not so long ago, the food in front of him 
was less appealing when his stomach was twisting as though 
it was tied up in knots. He ate it all and drank his tea 
because he knew he would surely regret starting the day on 
an empty stomach if he didn’t, but it all may as well have 
been sand in his mouth for as little enjoyment he got out of 
it. 


When his tray was finally empty, Amiti looked down at it for 
a moment in contemplative silence. 


Off to the side, he could see Mina nudge Wenxue again as 
She did earlier. This time, however, Wenxue didn’t 
immediately jump into action. She whispered something to 
Mina that Amiti couldn’t make out - a question, maybe - and 
Mina whispered something back then nudged her again, 
pushing her forward so that she stumbled a little towards 
Amiti. Wenxue turned back to look at Mina - possibly to 
glare at her - but when she turned back, she walked towards 
Amiti on her own, though she did so timidly. 


The whole thing amused Amiti just a little bit. Just enough to 
lighten his mood some. 


Once only a foot away from him, Wenxue’s hands twisted a 
little in front of her as she asked, “Ah...w-would you like 
anything else to eat, your highness?” 


Amiti turned to look at Wenxue directly. He took in her 
shortness, her downcast eyes and the pink on her cheeks, 
the baby fat that still clung to her face. He thought she 
couldn’t be older than fourteen, at most. She was close 
enough to his own age, but still a child yet, and as nervous 
about interacting with him as he was about meeting King 
Wo, but she still managed to push through it. She needed 


Mina to guide her a little, maybe, but she managed. She did 
not let her nerves hold her back from doing her job. 


Amiti took some strength in that. He thought that Wo was 
likely more intimidating than he himself was, but to Wenxue 
that might not have been the case. He intimidated her just 
like Wo intimidated him and yet it didn’t stop her, and 
someday - hopefully someday soon - she would outgrow 
that nervousness and understand that Amiti was not 
someone she needed to fear. 


Amiti should not allow his own intimidation to stop him, 
either, then - and perhaps someday, someday soon even, he 
would come to understand that he need not fear Wo himself. 


“No, thank you, Wenxue,” he said with a small smile. “I think 
I’m full enough and...| think | probably shouldn’t keep King 
Wo waiting all day for me. If one of you will show me the 
garments I’m to wear...” 


Yoni was the one to bring the chest over, sitting it down on 
the table once Wenxue had cleared away the tray and 
empty cup of tea. 


Up close, the craftsmanship of the chest was obvious. The lid 
boasted the image of a dragon in the center surrounded by 
vines that grew around the chest’s every side. It was all 
hand-carved and flawless, the wood so well-polished it 
gleamed. Amiti could spot no imperfections in the green 
gems inlaid in the chest, either, not in the two that sat in the 
dragon’s eyes or any of the ones that were space out around 
the chest’s sides. They looked perfectly natural where they 
sat, not as though someone had affixed them to the chest, 
but like they had simply grown out of the wood on their own 
and the wood had been carved around them. 


Amiti undid the latch in the center of the chest and opened 
it up slowly, and once open he could see the carefully folded 
garments inside easily. 


The fabric was a silk as light blue in color as Amiti’s own hair 
mixed in with areas of silver of the same texture. Amiti stood 
before he picked it up and carefully lifted it out of the chest 
to see the whole of it in front of him. He could tell it was a 
robe then, and that it would cover him well. When he held it 
against himself, he could see that the sleeves were long 
enough to reach his wrists and the length of it would go 
down to his ankles. In addition to the silver and blue, there 
were also two belts of gold silk at both the upper chest and 
waist that cinched in slightly, thereby making the robe more 
form-hugging than loose. 


It was so light that Amiti thought one would barely feel the 
weight of it when it was on, and he could not imagine that 
one would get very hot in it, ever, even in the height of 
summer, but it was still more covering than he was used to 
seeing in a wedding garment. 


In Ayuthay, people tended to wear less to their marriage 
ceremonies rather than more. It was thought to be good luck 
for the couple to marry in as little as possible, the ultimate 
ideal being to complete their union as bare as the day they 
were born and then to dress each other in robes they bought 
or made for the other after their vows were exchanged. 


Kaocho had different customs there, then, but they were 
nothing Amiti could object to. He would much rather wear 
this to meet his future husband than to wait in the sanctum 
without a stitch on him. The very thought of the latter made 
heat travel up Amiti’s cheeks. 


Behind him, he heard a little gasp, and when he heard Yoni’s 
voice, he knew that it had come from her. 


“Oh, it’s so beautiful!” she exclaimed. 


Amiti couldn’t help but agree to that. The robe was beautiful 
and it was entirely to Amiti’s tastes, as well. 


He peeked into the chest and saw that there was more in it. 


A silver circlet with blue gemstones in the same color as the 
blue on the robe sat on top of a pair of gold boots the same 
color as the belts. Off to the side, the least glamorous thing 
in the chest, was a pair of honey gold stockings; they looked 
as well made as everything else but they were plain when 
compared to the shining silk of the robe and the metallic 
gleam of the golden boots. 


“It seems that Meisa has thought of everything,” he said. 


“She always does,” Yoni replied without thinking, a tinge of 
awe in her voice - though whether the awe was about the 
garments, Meisa’s forethought, or both, Amiti did not know. 
He could tell the exact moment Yoni remembered who she 
was talking to, though, for she looked at Amiti twice and 
blanched. 


She opened her mouth, possibly to apologize, but Amiti held 
her off with a small, permitting smile. 


He said, “I’ve only known her for a short while, but | have 
the exact same impression.” 


Yoni smiled a little herself at that. 


A few seconds of silence followed. Mina took it as her cue. 
She stepped forward and asked, “Do you need help getting 


dressed, Amiti?” 


Amiti glanced at the robe again and shook his head. “No, 
thank you. | think the robe will be easy enough, but you can 
help me with my hair after | put it on, if you’d like.” 


“Of course,” Mina agreed easily. 
All three of them stood watching him for a moment, waiting. 


Amiti cleared his throat. He felt his face warm a little when 
he said, “Ah, if you could all turn around for a few 
minutes...?” 


He held up the robe as though gesturing with it. 


All of them understood quickly and spun around almost in 
unison, looking more than a little flushed themselves. 


“Yes, your highness!” Mina said without looking back at 
Amiti. To her credit, only the slightest bit of fluster came 
through her otherwise even voice. “Just tell us when you’re 
done.” 


“| will,” Amiti said. 


He waited for a moment to make sure they were really 
turned away and then slipped off the robe he’d put on after 
bathing. He picked up the wedding robe and turned it this 
way and that, happy when he saw it would be as easy to put 
on as he thought. He slipped it on and marveled at how light 
the fabric felt against him, how pleasant the silk was as it 
brushed across his skin, and how it fit him so well. 


Amiti sat back down, carefully as to not wrinkle the robe, 
and gently picked up the circlet from the chest. He set it 
aside on the table and then took out the stockings and put 


them on. The boots went on next and Amiti was pleased - 
and a little perplexed - at how they fit him so perfectly, just 
as the robe did. 


Meisa had never asked him for his measurements and he 
wondered if perhaps she’d gotten them from his servants in 
Ayuthay, or if somehow she’d just been able to look at him 
and guess. It didn’t really matter, though, he supposed. He 
was only thankful for the thought that went into it, not just 
for his appearance but for his comfort as well. 


“I’m done changing,” Amiti called out. 


It took a moment for the three to turn around, almost as 
though they were concerned he wouldn’t really be changed 
at all, but they all did turn and the looks on their faces gave 
him a boost of confidence he was sure he’d be needing to 
draw from by the time the day was up. 


“You look wonderful, your highness!” Yoni exclaimed, 
clasping her hands in front of her. 


Wenxue said nothing but nodded vigorously in agreement 
with Yoni’s words. 


“Yes, very beautiful,” Mina said with a small smile and then 
asked, “May | do your hair now?” 


“Yes, | would like that,” Amiti said. 


Mina nodded and darted across the room where she opened 
the door to the bathing chamber and slipped inside. 


Perhaps Amiti’s confusion made its way to his expression 
because Yoni piped up, explaining, “She’s gone to get the 
brush and things, Prince Amiti.” 


“Of course,” was all Amiti said. He should have guessed that, 
he thought. He also made a mental note to himself to 
thoroughly explore both the chambers attached to his room 
later himself when he had the time, so that he might know 
where everything was as easily as his servants did. 


Mina came back out not long later with the promised brush 
along with a small bottle of pink liquid and a small mirror. 
She immediately made her way over to Amiti, taking a seat 
on the trunk next to him and setting down everything but 
the brush before she went about using that. 


Amiti held himself still as she took the brush to his hair. Mina 
was so close to him that he could feel her light breaths on 
his face, little more than a tickle. The look on her face was 
one of total concentration, her brush strokes gentle as she 
brushed his hair back away from his face, her hands no less 
so when she put the brush down on the table and used them 
to further arrange his hair. She picked up the bottle of pink 
liquid next and it turned out to be rose scent, and she 
dabbed some of this on her fingers before softly applying it 
to the pulse points of Amiti’s neck. Her fingers were cold and 
Amiti had to clench his fists in his lap so that he wouldn’t 
shiver from their touch on his skin. 


Mina wiped her hands off on her own dress once she was 
done and then carefully, as though she were handling 
something extremely fragile, she picked up the circlet and 
slowly lowered it to Amiti’s head. She leaned back to look at 
Amiti and tilted her head thoughtfully in a way that 
reminded Amiti of Meisa before she reached out one final 
time to adjust the circlet a little more and to adjust his hair 
around it. 


Mina leaned back again and looked at him for another 
moment before she nodded, satisfied. She picked up the 


mirror to hold it up in front of Amiti and Amiti blinked at his 
own reflection. 


“Are you pleased, your highness?” Mina asked. Her slipping 
back into using Amiti’s title was the only sign of her 
nervousness at his answer. 


She needn’t have worried, however, for Amiti answered 
honestly, “Yes, | am.” 


He looked into the light blue of his own eyes that matched 
the gem in the circlet exactly and that was complimented by 
the shining silver that surrounded the gem. He looked as 
well as he ever had, Amiti thought. Perhaps a little paler 
than he should, but that was no fault of Mina’s. His hair was 
arranged perfectly, the circlet placed precisely where it 
should be. Amiti had no cause for complaint at all. 


He wondered if the same would be true for the king. 


“Do you think his majesty will be pleased with me?” he 
asked before he could think better of it. 


The mirror in front of him jerked from Mina startling at the 
question and she lowered it quickly to her lap to save herself 
from dropping it. 


“Of course he will!” she exclaimed, and when Amiti turned 
away from his own eyes in the mirror and met Mina’s behind 
it, he thought she looked awfully surprised that he had even 
asked. 


Well, she was not alone in that surprise, Amiti knew. Paithos 
and Meisa had both seemed to think that Wo would be quite 
happy to have him, that he would have to be, but somehow 
Amiti couldn’t get himself to be as sure. 


It was an uncomfortable thing to feel, that unsurety. Amiti 
had never suffered a lack of confidence before and he found 
it an unpleasant thing to feel now that he was experiencing 
it for the first time. He didn’t like how small it made him feel 
in his own head or how unsteady. He thought there was 
nothing he wouldn’t give to get rid of it all, to be able to 
meet his upcoming nuptials and King Wo himself and just 
know that everything would be fine, to be able to go into 
this day and every day after without a worry in the world. 


“Of course he will,” he repeated Mina’s words softly. He 
shook his head and made himself give a small laugh. 


“I have the wedding jitters, I’m afraid,” Amiti said honestly, 
and then lied, “I’m sure they'll go away once | meet King Wo 
and we’re finally married.” 


Mina’s face smoothed out and she nodded, believing him or 
at least accepting what he said without argument. 


Amiti felt at once relieved and disappointed by that. He both 
longed to shy away from talking about how he felt and to 
spill his every tiny thought, and once again Amiti wished 
that Paithos was here with him. Almost as much as that, he 
wished that he’d confided more of his concerns to his uncle 
back in Ayuthay when he had the chance. 


Amiti had to reassure himself that there would be plenty of 
other chances later. He could write to his uncle and confide 
in him whatever he felt was safe to put in a letter, and if 
there were other things - things he didn’t trust to paper - 
then he would be back in Ayuthay in only six months time 
and he would be able to tell Paithos in person then. 


Six months was not so long. He’d told his uncle that before 
he left Ayuthay and he had to believe it himself now more 
than ever. 


“Are you going to the sanctum now, Prince Amiti?” Yoni 
asked him. 


She and Wenxue stood by, the both of them looking at him 
in anticipation that verged on a quiet sort of giddiness. Even 
Mina was looking at him with a softly curious sort of 
expectation. 


Amiti could not blame them for their excitement. It wasn’t 
every day that the king of your country got married, after 
all, and though Amiti’s heartbeat thumped with anxiety at 
the thought of leaving this room, he knew there was little 
reason he could give for saying no. 


He’d bathed and eaten and dressed. The next thing to do 
would be to leave and see that what he’d came to Kaocho to 
do got done. Any reason he gave to delay would be as see- 
through as a pane of glass, and it would do Amiti no good if 
word got around that he behaved on the morning of his 
wedding to King Wo as if he were dreading the very prospect 
of it. 


A few wedding jitters were understandable and could be 
excused, yes, but to display an obvious procrastination 
about the whole affair was something else entirely. 


Amiti took a quiet deep breath, slowly stood, and managed 
to muster up a smile for his three companions that he was 
relieved to not feel shaking on his face. 


“Yes, | suppose it is time to go to the sanctum now,” he said. 


Wish me luck, he almost added before he realized it was 
better that they not think he need any luck at all. 


The walk to the door from where he stood only took but a 
few strides to make, but to Amiti it felt like miles, and when 


he remembered that he had much more walking to do yet, 
he felt like he was starting the longest journey of his life. 


As promised, Meisa was waiting for Amiti in the hallway once 
he stepped out of his room. 


Amiti felt a pang of guilt at seeing her. He hoped that she 
hadn’t been waiting long for him, though if she had been 
there was no way of knowing. She looked neither bored or 
impatient, but as though she knew the exact moment he 
would leave the room and had been only waiting for a 
minute at most for him to exit it. 


Amiti knew better than to ask her if she’d been waiting for 
long or to apologize for causing her to wait; she’d told him 
to take as long as he liked, after all, and undoubtedly she 
would tell him any apologies were unnecessary. 


“Amiti,” she greeted him with a small nod. Her eyes ran 
down his frame and along his hair, assessing him, and she 
must have approved of what she saw for she smiled at him 
and said, “You look very well. | trust that your garments are 
to your liking?” 


“Yes, thank you,” Amiti said, instinctively smiling back. “l 
like them very much.” 


“I’m glad for it. Are you ready to go, then?” 


Amiti’s smile nearly faltered on his face before he caught 
himself. He swallowed hard and nodded. “Yes, I’m ready.” 


He was glad he sounded more confident than he felt. 


“Good. Then let us proceed,” Meisa said, and then turned on 
her heel and began walking. Amiti followed after her, easily 
keeping up though his legs felt like they were shaking with 
every step. 


Meisa had to open the red doors that led to the king’s floor 
herself this morning as there were no guards in the hallway, 
but once she and Amiti were through them, he saw that just 
like the night before two guards stood on the landing in 
front of the doors on the other side. 


Amiti glanced back at them as he and Meisa walked past 
and started down the stairs and saw them gaping at he and 
Meisa with wide eyes and open mouths. He also saw Mina, 
Yoni, and Wenxue exiting the doors after them and 
descending the staircase behind them, though at a much 
slower pace, which said something as he and Meisa were 
walking rather sedately themselves. 


When Amiti turned back, he asked Meisa, “What will the 
girls be doing while I’m...ah, honeymooning?” 


Meisa glanced side-long at Amiti then glanced back behind 
them at the three servants herself. 


“The typical servant’s work,” she said. “They'll be 
responsible for bringing food and drink to the king’s 
chamber for the both of you, changing the bed, cleaning the 
bathing chamber, and whatever else you might require of 
them. Of course, when there are no tasks that need 
completing, they may go and do whatever they please.” 


“What of the king’s servants? Will they not be helping?” 


Meisa shook her head and explained patiently, “Another 
Sanan tradition, your highness. In a marriage such as yours 
where you are coming to a new country to marry its king, it 
means that King Wo is taking you into his household and 
offering you his care. But many Sanan traditions weigh the 
importance of balance in such things, also. Your servants as 
an extension of you will take care of both you and the king 
in the first days of your marriage, and so in this way it can 
be said that you are taking the king into your care just as he 
has taken you into his.” 


“Oh,” Amiti said, “I think | should learn more of Sanan 
traditions, Meisa. | am afraid that | don’t know nearly as 
much about them as | should.” 


“Then you should speak on the subject to King Wo,” Meisa 
suggested lightly, “for there is no greater scholar in all of 
Kaocho who could tell you more about Sana.” 


They arrived at the main doors of the palace where two more 
guards stood in front of them and straightened quickly, 
going from bored to alert in a split second, the moment 
Amiti and Meisa came into view. 


Meisa stopped a few feet short of them, just out of their 
hearing range, and Amiti stopped with her. 


She turned to him and asked quietly, “Now, you remember 
everything that | told you this morning about how the 
ceremony and the walk after will go?” 


“Yes,” Amiti said, “of course.” 


Meisa nodded curtly, then pressed, even more quietly, “And 
everything we discussed in Ayuthay, as well?” 


Amiti hesitated for a second but again answered, “Yes.” 


“Good,” Meisa sighed. 


She seemed satisfied and perhaps even a little relieved that 
nothing more about their conversation needed to be said 
aloud. She offered a small smile then and only for the first 
time could Amiti tell that she was quite nervous about all of 
this herself. Not nearly as nervous as he was, he didn’t think, 
but there was a strain at the edge of her mouth and a 
certain restlessness in her eyes. 


But maybe she wasn’t even nervous at all, Amiti thought, so 
much as she was impatient. 


It wouldn’t surprise him if she’d been able to identify his 
reticence about marrying King Wo from the start or if she’d 
had doubts about whether Amiti would actually make it to 
the altar with him along the way. If anything, he would be 
surprised if Meisa had assumed everything would run 
smoothly. She wasn’t the type to ignore the possibility of 
things going wrong out of ego or pride, but the type to 
consider all the possibilities that existed and plan for them 
accordingly. 


Amiti wondered idly what she would have had planned for 
him if he had let his ‘wedding jitters’ get the best of him and 
then decided he was probably better off never knowing. 


“As | said before, the ceremony itself will be quite simple,” 
Meisa told him. “You'll only need to pay attention to know 
what to do.” 


“And,” Amiti said in a sudden fit of wryness, “I suppose the 
Same can be said about the king.” 


Meisa gave a small laugh that sounded like it was startled 
out of her, but she didn’t deny what Amiti said. Off across 


the way, Amiti noted that the two guarding the palace doors 
looked quite startled at hearing Meisa laugh themselves. 


“Such is the advice that every elder gives to young people 
about to be married,” Meisa said, somewhat humored 
herself. “But | suppose you have had quite enough advice 
already, so - shall we?” 


Amiti nodded and together they resumed their walk to the 
palace doors which parted for them instantly, a gesture from 
the two guards who had been paying close attention to them 
and would surely have liked to know what they were saying, 
as well. As they walked out, the doors closed softly behind 
them. 


“It’s earlier than | thought it was,” Amiti noted as they 
passed yet another set of guards standing on the landing 
and made their way down the great stone steps of the 
palace. 


In fact, Amiti had assumed when he’d woken up that it was 
nearer to noon than it was to sunrise, but it only took a 
single look around to tell that that wasn’t the case. 


The light around the courtyard was not as bright as noonday 
light was, but more subdued, the iconic cast of a world still 
in the first hours of dawn. The barest hint of the sun’s crown 
was only just peeking out from the horizon and all around 
Amiti, everything was covered in thousands, millions, of 
beads of water that he need only to extend the barest bit of 
psyenergy towards to feel every single one of. 


It was still early enough for the dew not to have evaporated, 
then, though it would all go away once the sun truly rose 
and the temperature warmed. As it was, it was cool out, but 
pleasantly so enough that Amiti did not so much as shiver in 
his robes. 


“Yes, well,” Meisa said, “there is a certain bit of folk wisdom 
that says it’s better to be married as close to sunrise as 
possible, so that Lord Sun may be awake to bless the union.” 


“Folk wisdom?” Amiti asked. “Not tradition?” 


“Some would rather be married closer to sunset, so that 
Lady Moon may be awake to give her blessing instead, but 
there is no one right or wrong time, traditionally speaking. 
As often as not people are married at whatever hour of the 
day is most convenient. It is good that you did not take so 
long to ready yourself, though, so that this might all be done 
before the sun is too high. It’s only early in spring so it isn’t 
very hot yet, but the walk to and from the sanctum is better 
done when the weather is as pleasant as possible.” 


“We are lucky it isn’t summer, then,” Amiti replied mildly. 


“Or winter,” Meisa countered. “You might ask his majesty 
about Emperor Ko’s marriage walk while you are asking him 
of Sana. The late emperor was married during a particularly 
harsh winter himself and needless to say, his bride did not 
have an easy time of it during the walk. Yes, we are lucky the 
weather is kind today. | do not think we’ll have so much as a 
hint of rain, much less snow.” 


They continued on, talking about small things like the 
weather in Kaocho and how the crops fared in it. Once they 
were out from under the palace gates and into Kaocho 
proper, Meisa nodded at different buildings and explained 
who lived there or what certain businesses were. 


The small talk grounded Amiti. It made it easier to forget 
where it was they were going or why and that kept his 
nerves settled. His curiosity, always a hungry thing, 
overcame the other emotions he’d rather not feel, and he 
was glad for it and grateful to Meisa for helping him sate it. 


When they passed people in the street - which was often, as 
Kaocho seemed more crowded than was usual for such an 
early hour - the people often waved or nodded in greeting to 
Meisa and Amiti, greetings that Meisa and he both gave 
back. None of the people approached them, however, and a 
good many of them seemed quite busy themselves even 
when they stopped to smile at Meisa and he as they passed 
through. 


Amiti could see people hanging up decorations and setting 
up outdoor cooking areas and others with instruments who 
were building small platforms from which they could stand 
and perform, along with a thousand other tasks that they all 
seemed to be completing the finishing touches on. 


When Amiti asked Meisa about this, she said, “There will be 
festivities celebrating your marriage among the people after 
you and King Wo retire to the palace.” 


“For how long?” Amiti asked. 


And to this Meisa shot him an amused look and said, “For 
however long you and King Wo are sequestered in the king’s 
bed chamber, of course.” 


Amiti had no response to that but for the heat that rushed 
up his neck and bloomed in his cheeks. 


Meisa laughed and they continued on, the rapping of their 
steps against the stone road their only other companion. 


The walk to the sanctum took them to the very gates of 
Kaocho and then at a turn, they were there. 


The sanctum was one of the first buildings one saw once 
entering Kaocho, but other than the familiar sign high above 
its door and the lanterns that bracketed it that were larger 


than any others in Kaocho proper, there was little else that 
set it apart from any of the other buildings. 


Off to the left, there was a small bridge that covered a 
stream which lead to a small grassy peninsula where a circle 
of children sat on the ground, pointing to Amiti and Meisa 
and whispering to one another about them. When Amiti 
smiled in their direction, their pointing fingers dropped 
guiltily down and they whispered more. The sound of their 
giggles, though not the shape of their words, found Amiti’s 
ears easily. 


“Here we are,” Meisa said, dragging Amiti’s attention away. 
She nodded up at the building in front of them. “Are you 
ready, Amiti?” 


“As ready as | can be,” Amiti answered before he could think 
twice about being too honest. 


“That is all anyone can ever hope for,” Meisa replied, 
entirely unperturbed. “Whatever anxiety you may have 
about the ceremony, you can at least take comfort that it 
will be done with soon. | find that often one’s nerves over an 
event completely disappear once the thing is upon them. 
Plenty of warriors dread battle until they’re in the midst of it 
and then you would think they were never afraid at all from 
how they conduct themselves. It is a curious thing, but | am 
sure it will hold true for you as well as them.” 


“You’re presuming that this will be like a battle?” 


“An old Sanan proverb says that everything in life is a battle, 
but a marriage is the greatest war of all. There are plenty of 
warriors who would not hesitate to jump into a fight, but 
they are so terrified on their own wedding days that you 
would think they were going off to the sanctum to meet a 
live dragon rather than a future spouse. You have shown 


great bravery in this, your highness, that many others would 
not. That is no small thing. You need only to be brave for a 
little while longer and then you will see that there is no 
dragon lurking behind those doors and there is no need to 
feel so much fear.” 


Amiti swallowed what felt like a stone lodged in his throat. 
He felt like Meisa had seen into him down to the bone, to his 
very spirit, and he realized at once that he hadn’t been quite 
as good at hiding his nerves as he thought he’d been. 


Still, her words did not dismay him. 


They did not exactly make him feel better , but nor did they 
make him feel worse. He felt, if anything, on even ground. 
Steady, if not entirely thrilled. 


He only needed to be brave a little while longer, she said - 
and so fine. 


Amiti had come this far. The final stretch was ahead of him, 
literally just a few steps away. 


A little while longer. 
He could do that much, at least. 


“Alright,” he said softly. “I suppose this is goodbye. For the 
moment.” 


“For the moment,” Meisa confirmed. “You will have some 
minutes alone until his majesty leaves the palace to join you 
and the Great Healer will come in last. There are things set 
up in there for the ceremony itself that you should avoid 
disturbing until it’s time, but you may look all that you like.” 


“Alright,” Amiti repeated again, other words having failed 
him. 


He took one last look at Meisa standing there, standing tall 
with her hands clasped behind her back. She looked alert, 
but unworried, and there was the barest hint of a smile on 
her serene face. 


He took a deep breath of the cool early morning air and let it 
out. Then, without a further word, he walked through the 
Sanctum doors and closed them gently behind him. 


* 


The first thing Amiti observed about the Kaocho sanctum 
was not a sight, but a smell. 


Cloves and oranges and anise, he recognized, but there was 
something else, something floral in there, that Amiti couldn’t 
put any name to. The scents of them all were mingled 
together and overlaid, so thick and heady that for a good 
few seconds the potential for a sneeze weighed heavy in his 
nose and throat, but thankfully he managed to hold it back. 


Amiti noticed the light haze in the air next, a thin layer of 
smoke that hanged like mist around him. He only needed to 
turn around to see that the smoke was coming from the altar 
in the center of the room, a long raised table that had two 
clear crystal bowls on both the west and east ends of it 
where incense burned freely in them while the space 
between the bowls was filled with things strewn about it. 


Amiti stepped closer to look and saw the things strewn 
about were more of what the incense were made of, but in 
whole form - dried orange peels and cloves and the star- 


shapes of anise and some large white flower that his fingers 
itched to pick up and smell, but that he refrained from 
doing, remembering Meisa’s advice not to touch any of it 
until it was time. Jade stones were mixed in with all of this 
and in the very center of the altar was the largest stone of 
them all - perfectly rectangular in shape, about the size of a 
book, with two small black bowls resting on its surface. 


It was what was inside these bowls that Amiti’s attention 
was inevitably drawn to. 


In each bowl was a ring, each as different from the other as 
night and day - or, rather, as day and night for the ring in 
the bowl on the left was of a gold band with a topaz gem in 
the exact color as the sun in its center while the ring in the 
bowl on the right was of a silver band with a perfectly round 
moonstone in its own middle. 


Like the flower, Amiti also longed to touch these rings, but 
this curiosity was much stronger. He had to put his hands 
behind his back and use his left to wrap around the wrist of 
his right just to quell the urge, but still his eyes lingered on 
them. 


Amiti determinedly looked away from the altar then and 
made a slow circuit around the sanctum to distract himself, 
looking at things other than the altar and what was on it. 


The building was not very large, all things told, but it was no 
less welcoming because of it. Four large windows filtered 
plenty of pale morning light into the sanctum and there 
were two red lanterns hanging high from the ceiling to offer 
what the natural light didn’t. White stones were paved on 
the floor nearest the door and they gave way to a half- 
hexigon of the same bright gold stones that Amiti had seen 


in Kaocho palace. In the very center of this gold was a purple 
hexagonal carpet which was where the altar was placed. 


There were two large bookshelves on both the far right and 
left side walls, both filled with books and other odds and 
ends from top to bottom. Amiti stopped and stood in front of 
one of these shelves and read the titles of the books 
carefully. Many seemed to be about Sana, and mostly about 
the empire’s history. Amiti saw Emperor Ko’s name on some 
of them and, to his surprise, he also saw the name of King 
Wo. 


Wo was little older than Paithos was, Amiti knew, and it 
stirred his curiosity that a man would have books written 
about him when he was only just past middle-age. The titles 
of the books - The Vow of Wo being one among them - 
interested Amiti as well, and he bit his lip wondering 
whether or not it would be alright to pull one of them down 
and look through it. 


Meisa had only told him to avoid disturbing the things set 
up for the ceremony, after all, and surely the things in the 
bookshelves didn’t count? Besides, sanctums were public 
Spaces in every place Amiti had ever heard of; if the books 
were there, then it was likely that they were there to be read 
by those who came to the sanctum and not just as 
decoration. 


Amiti was still considering it, still pursuing the titles and 
trying to decide which one was most worth pulling off the 
shelf, when the sound of a door closing behind him startled 
him into turning around. 


And then he stilled at the sight of the man who had just 
entered the sanctum. 


Even were he not wearing a crown, Amiti thought that he 
would still have known in an instant that this was King Wo. 


It was in how he dressed, yes, both for the red and gold 
crown itself and the robes he wore that matched it with 
fabric of deep royal purple mixed in, all the colors of Kaocho 
and the palace on his person and all of them in obvious 
good quality. But it was also in how he carried himself, tall 
and imposing, his back straight and head held high. It was 
in the imperious way his eyes ran over the sanctum, drawn 
first to the altar where his gaze lingered for but a moment 
before it left it to look around at all the rest as though he 
owned everything around him and was inspecting it, a king 
looking over his domain. 


And then when his eyes finally came to rest on Amiti, the 
same look was there, too. That same ownership, but with a 
hint of something different. A hint of curiosity that was not 
there when he looked at the altar or any of the rest of the 
Sanctum. It was the look of a king, or just a man, who had 
acquired something new and was looking it over to see if he 
were happy with his acquisition. 


Amiti stood up straighter as those purveying eyes swept 
over him and held his own head higher, waiting and quiet 
but looking back at Wo steadily, taking him in just as the 
king was taking in Amiti. 


King Wo had dark eyes, Amiti noted. Eyes so dark they were 
nearly black and hair just the same. The hair on Wo’s head 
was thick but cropped short with some of it running down in 
sideburns on either side of his face. His brows were thick, 
too, and he had more hair above his mouth and growing 
down the sides of it, as well, in some sort of mustache that 
Amiti had never seen the likes of before in his life. 


Amiti felt a mild surprise at seeing it for in Ayuthay barely 
anyone had a beard or mustache of any kind. Most 
Ayuthayans, both men and women, tended to remove all the 
hair on their bodies, save for their brows (which were 
carefully groomed) and what was on the top of their heads. 


Only his uncle had a place of closely-cut hair growing from 
his chin, a thing too short to be a beard even though Paithos 
insisted otherwise, and most of Amiti’s people brushed that 
off as a sort of eccentricity. Kings were allowed those, after 
all, and there were worse quirks that a king could have. 
Amiti teased his uncle for it sometimes, but mostly he was 
so used to it that it barely drew his notice. 


Amiti hadn’t expected such facial hair on King Wo - as far as 
he had imagined Wo’s appearance at all, that was, which he 
hadn’t been able to really do - but he couldn’t say he 
disliked the look of it. 


He could not, in fact, say he disliked the look of King Wo at 
all even besides that. 


Wo looked wholly intimidating, yes, but he was not 
unattractive. If he were to smile, he might even be 
considered handsome, though his lips had not so much as 
twitched since he entered the sanctum. Just by looking at 
Wo, Amiti got the feeling that he wasn’t someone who 
smiled often, if at all. 


But Amiti didn’t need a smile, really, to be able to tell that 
he wasn’t the only one who wasn’t disappointed with what 
he saw. 


Wo’s eyes took in every inch of Amiti’s frame, every strand 
of his hair and the circlet that rested in it, his gaze roaming 
down Amiti’s neck and to his body which was covered in 
shining silver and blue silk. 


By the time Wo’s eyes came back up to Amiti’s face, Amiti 
could see the satisfaction in them shining so brightly that he 
could not help the warmth that bloomed in his cheeks or the 
small pleasure and even greater relief he felt at knowing the 
king had not found him wanting. He thought, perhaps, Meisa 
knew what she was talking about after all when she said that 
the king would find him pleasing. 


Wo closed the distance between them then. His pace was 
languid, unhurried. His steps were soft. He came to a stop 
about only a foot away, close enough that his height was all 
the more obvious than it was with a room between them. He 
towered over Amiti now and Amiti had to look up to continue 
holding his gaze. He imagined he could feel the king’s body 
heat radiating from him and he swallowed reflexively. 


“ So ,” King Wo said, tone curt, his accent deep and 
somehow lilting all at once, “you are the prince | have 
bargained so much away for.” 


It was not a question, really, but Amiti answered it softly just 
the same, “Yes, your majesty.” He lowered his head to the 
king in respect and when he raised it back up said, “Il am 
Prince Amiti of Ayuthay, your majesty. | am pleased to finally 
meet you.” 


“Yes, finally,” Wo said dryly. Rather than saying anything 
else, Wo’s hand came up suddenly and caught Amiti’s chin, 
causing Amiti to freeze in surprise. 


Wo’s fingers were calloused and rough against Amiti’s soft 
Skin, firm as they turned Amiti’s face to one side and then 
the other, as Wo looked even more closely at Amiti than he 
had before, as though he were inspecting him for 
imperfections that could only be seen up close and 
personally. 


Amiti did not jerk away from the touch, though a part of him 
wanted to do so instinctively. That part was easy enough to 
tamp down and deny, as Amiti knew that Wo would likely be 
offended if Amiti were to flinch away from his touch when 
they were to be married in just a small matter of time. 


It helped also that most of Amiti was not so much offended 
by the touch as he was unsure. 


The discomfort he felt at it was born more of that unsurety 
than it was dislike. Amiti had never had anyone touch him 
so before and he hadn’t a clue how to react to such a touch 
now, or to the scrutiny that came with it. 


Wo dropped his hand eventually, though his thumb gave 
one last stroke across Amiti’s cheek before he did. That 
stroke felt like a brand, almost. Wo’s skin felt hot enough to 
burn, and Amiti could feel the presence of his fingers on his 
face even after they were gone. 


“It seems you may be worth all that bargaining after all,” Wo 
said, and before Amiti could realize that it was a compliment 
, he continued, “Tell me...Prince. Is it true that you are an 
adept?” 


The question felt as sudden to Amiti as the touch had been, 
though maybe it shouldn’t have. 


Amiti remembered Paithos back in Ayuthay telling him that 
Wo had a fascination with adepts, and all his speculation as 
to why. He also remembered that not all of that speculation 
was good. Amiti considered lying for all but a second before 
he decided it wouldn’t be worth it and wouldn’t be a good 
way to start a marriage, either. 


Besides, Wo likely already knew the answer for certain. He 
was only asking for clarification. To lie about something they 


both knew to be true would only be insulting. 


"m 


“Yes, your majesty,” Amiti answered. He hesitated for a 
second before adding, “I am a water adept as my mother 
was before me.” 


“How fascinating,” Wo said, sounding genuinely interested. 
He peered down at Amiti closely, his curiosity written plain 
across his face. “Show me, then.” 


“Show you?” Amiti repeated, taken slightly aback. 


“Yes, show me,” Wo repeated, the barest bit of impatience 
slipping into his voice. He took a step closer to Amiti, further 
closing the small distance between them, and Amiti held 
himself very still, resisting the urge to take a step back. “You 
are an adept, are you not? Show me your psyenergy.” 


The demand - for that was what Amiti knew it to be from the 
look in Wo’s eyes and his tone both, not a request but a 
demand - caught Amiti off guard as much as the king’s hand 
on his face had, if not more. 


No one had ever told him to show them his psyenergy 
before. 


He had never hidden that he was an adept in Ayuthay, no, 
but neither had he used his psyenergy out in the open 
unless he had a reason - a person who needed healing or a 
plant that needed watering or a child who wanted ice to 
help them cool down in the summer. He used his psyenergy 
when it was necessary or when he was practicing, but never 
just for the sake of using it. 


All the books he’d read on the subject cautioned against 
using psyenergy for no purpose, after all, and against using 
it to show off or to do harm, especially in front of non-adepts. 


Adepts were to use their psyenergy responsibly, they all 
said, and Amiti’s own uncle had cautioned him similarly, 
using his mother’s name as an example. Amiti had always 
wanted to live up to that name, to never do anything that 
would have made Veriti ashamed of him or ashamed of 
passing on her powers to him, and so the advice was not 
difficult to follow. 


He balked at Wo’s demand now, because of those principles, 
and he felt the stirrings of annoyance in chest at how much 
the demand made him feel like a pet being expected to 
perform a trick - but all the same, Amiti could not think of 
any good reason, or any reason Wo would accept rather, for 
refusing him. 


They were to be married today and though Amiti had no 
experience in that area, he thought it was common sense 
that one shouldn’t start a marriage off by annoying their 
future spouse. Also, Amiti reasoned with himself, it was not 
like Wo was telling him to do anything harmful. He was not 
telling Amiti to hurt anyone or anything, and showing his 
psyenergy wasn’t the same as showing off, Amiti thought. 


The furrowing of Wo’s thick brows was what settled the 
decision for Amiti. The sight of those two dark slashes 
coming down when Amiti didn’t immediately comply made 
Wo look even more intimidating, a thing Amiti wouldn’t 
have thought possible just minutes before, and Amiti was 
loath to see how much more intimidating Wo might get if his 
demand was refused rather than just delayed. 


Wo was a presumptuous man, Amiti could tell already, and 
likely not one who was used to being refused. 


Amiti only hesitated for a few seconds longer while he 
thought of what, exactly, he could show the king before he 


decided and slowly raised his hand up between them until it 
was at Wo’s face. 


Wo noticed the hand immediately and tensed as though 
expecting an attack, all but glowering down at Amiti now, 
his eyes burning with curiosity and suspicion both, but he 
said nothing and made no move to stop him. 


Amiti’s fingers, when they finally touched Wo’s cheek, were 
so light that he could barely feel the pressure between his 
fingertips and Wo’s skin. Swallowing hard, Amiti pressed 
more firmly until his whole palm was flush against Wo’s 
cheek and he could feel the warmth of the king’s skin 
sinking into his own. Amiti steadied himself and then 
concentrated, sending soft, gentle waves of ply psyenergy 
into the man before him. 


It only took Wo but a second to notice. Amiti could tell 
because his furrowed brows shot up in surprise and when he 
blinked, the suspicion in his eyes was gone and the curiosity 
had doubled, tripled, multiplied by the thousands. Only 
when his mouth relaxed and the rest of his face smoothed 
out did Amiti stop using his ply, and that Wo noticed too for 
he frowned a little at the absence of the psyenergy running 
through him. 


Amiti kept his hand on Wo’s face for a few seconds too long, 
too busy looking into the king’s eyes to notice it was still 
there, before he remembered himself and he felt his face 
flush with heat. He dropped his hand down to his side as 
though burned and it might has well have been, Amiti 
thought, for he would swear he still felt the warmth of Wo’s 
cheek against his palm. 


Amiti cleared his throat. He explained, his voice a little thick, 
“It’s called ply, your majesty. It’s a psyenergy that water 


adepts can use to restore health.” 
“Marvelous,” Wo whispered. “Absolutely...” 


Wo trailed off from whatever he was about to say. He peered 
at Amiti intently, the look on his face as though Amiti were 
an unexpected vein of gold he found running through a 
mountain. It was hard for Amiti not to feel self-conscious and 
flustered underneath his gaze. The very air between them 
seemed to swell with energy, a build up of... something that 
continued to grow and rise. 


If the Great Healer had not chosen that moment to enter the 
sanctum, Amiti wasn’t sure what would have happened. 


As it was, however, the sound of a door startled Amiti for the 
second time in so many minutes. He flinched at the sound of 
it opening and tore his gaze away from Wo to see a man of 
advanced years and wearing the traditional garb of Great 
Healers everywhere shuffling into the Sanctum. 


The Great Healer closed the door behind him and turned 
around, jumping a bit himself when his eyes met Amiti’s 
before he smiled broadly and clapped his hands together. 


“Ah! You're both here! Excellent, excellent,” the Great Healer 
said as he made his way over to the altar and then around. 
He came to a stop behind it and his eyes went between 
Amiti and Wo and back again, as though waiting for a cue. 
When neither Amiti or Wo said anything or moved, his smile 
widened and he asked jovially, “Well, boys, are we here to 
get married or not? Come over, now. Your wedding altar is 
over here, not all the way over there. You can’t very well get 
married without it!” 


Wo was scowling by the time the Great Healer finished 
speaking, a sight that made Amiti want to wince for the 


fierceness of it, but he made his way over to the altar as 
instructed. 


Amiti followed his lead, a few steps behind, and they both 
stopped in front of the altar, Wo on the left and Amiti on the 
right. 


“You might take care to remember who you are speaking to, 
Great Healer,” Wo bit out, “for it is no boy in front of you.” 


It took no great skill with deduction to see that the king was 
annoyed or to hear the blatant warning in his voice, but as 
far as Amiti could tell, the Great Healer was entirely 
unperturbed by any of it. 


Oddly, he laughed, and all but beamed at Wo. 


“I| was under the impression that | was speaking to two 
gentlemen who wanted to get married, your highnesses,” - 
and at this, the Great Healer glanced over at Amiti and gave 
him a wink - “and at my age, all men are still boys just by 
virtue of being younger. Alas! We are not here to talk about 
me, but to see you wed! | trust you are both here of your 
own free will and consent to this union, yes?” 


Wo pursed his lips at the Great Healer as though he wished 
to reprimand him again - or do worse - but he ended up 
settling for giving the Great Healer a curt nod and answered, 
“Yas,” 


The Great Healer’s gaze turned to Amiti and Amiti rushed to 
answer, “Yes.” 


“Very good!” The Great Healer clasped his hands together 
again. “Your consent for these proceedings has been 
acknowledged, so let us begin!” 


The Great Healer cleared his throat noisily and closed his 
eyes for a moment, visibly taking a deep breath. And when 
he opened his eyes, suddenly his entire demeanor had 
changed. The smile was wiped from the Great Healer’s face, 
all joviality wiped clean. When he continued speaking, his 
voice was grave and serious. 


“We are here today in this most holy sanctum to join you 
both, king and prince, as husbands under the eyes of the 
gods and all your ancestors alike,” he intoned with severity. 
“When you emerge from this sanctum, you will also be 
joined in the eyes of all your people and all people who are 
not your own, in the eyes of every man, woman, child, and 
beast, and in the eyes of Lord Sun and Lady Moon who will 
share their sight with the sky and the clouds and the trees 
and all the other things in this world who do not have eyes 
of their own with which to see you with. Do you accept that 
this is our purpose for being here and that this ceremony, 
once complete, will make your union permanent in the eyes 
of all that lives and breathes, as well as all that does not?” 


King Wo’s ‘yes’ came without any annoyance in it this time 
and Amiti’s own ‘yes’ was said with more solemnity. 


“And as you are to be joined in marriage, you must 
understand the responsibilities that come with marriage. You 
are to be loyal to one another and hold your loyalty to each 
other above your loyalty to all others. You are to be faithful 
to one another and hold your heart out to your spouse alone. 
You are to be generous to one another and hold your arms 
out for your spouse, always. And if ever a time comes when 
you prove yourself to be irresponsible in your union, you are 
to be remorseful and to hold yourself still so that your 
spouse’s mercy may fully encompass you and cleanse you of 
the stain on your honor that was brought on by your folly. 


King Wo, do you so swear that you will accept these 
responsibilities as | have stated them?” 


“I swear,” Wo said, his head held high and his voice as grave 
as the Great Healer’s was. 


“And do you, Prince Amiti, swear that you will accept these 
responsibilities as | have stated them?” 


“| swear,” Amiti said softly. 


“Then, if you two will please face each other,” the Great 
Healer said, and both Wo and Amiti did as instructed. 


Amiti swallowed hard as he looked up into Wo’s dark eyes, 
anticipation or dread or something else coiling and twisting 
deep in his belly. He couldn’t tell what Wo himself was 
thinking, for the king’s face was as blank as an empty 
canvas and Amiti did not yet know him well enough to even 
begin to be able to guess what the man might be feeling. 


“King Wo, please pick up the ring closest to you,” the Great 
Healer said, and Wo turned slightly back toward the altar 
just enough so that he could pick up the topaz ring as 
instructed. 


“This ring is the representation of the responsibilities you 
have agreed to perform in your marriage, King Wo, and it is 
also a representation of Lord Sun and his blessing of this 
union. As you place the ring on Prince Amiti’s finger, you are 
taking him into your heart and into your protection. You are 
pledging to be loyal, faithful, and generous to him. You are 
pledging to never do him any wrong and that you will seek 
to make amends if ever you break that pledge or any other 
you make to him. If all this is well with you, please place the 
ring on Prince Amiti’s finger now.” 


Wordlessly, Wo reached down to lift Amiti’s left hand before 
him. His hand was warm against Amiti’s skin, gentle, and 
steady with calm as Wo slipped the topaz ring onto Amiti’s 
ring finger, the cool band sliding down easily past the 
knuckle. 


It was a perfect fit, just as the clothes Amiti was wearing 
were, and Amiti spared a second to marvel at it. It was a 
beautiful ring, although Amiti rarely wore rings before now 
and he knew he would never have picked something like it 
out on his own. The band felt foreign around his finger and 
the weight of it and the stone in its center felt as heavy as a 
boulder for how unused to wearing rings Amiti was, though 
the ring itself’s weight was actually very slight. 


Amiti wondered how long it would take before he became 
used to wearing it, before he could wear it and not feel the 
weight of it at all, before he could have it around his finger 
and forget that it was even there, the ring being as much a 
part of him as the hair on his head. 


Amiti imagined it might take some time. 


Wo lowered Amiti’s hand gently back to his side and Amiti 
did not resist him. Wo’s hold on Amiti’s hand lingered for a 
few seconds longer before he let it go, almost as though he 
were reluctant to release Amiti at all. 


“Now, Prince Amiti, if you will pick up the remaining ring,” 
the Great Healer instructed. 


Amiti turned and carefully lifted the moonstone ring from its 
bowl, shivering lightly as the cool silver of its band touched 
his skin. 


“ This ring is the representation of the responsibilities you 
have agreed to perform in your marriage, Prince Amiti, and it 


is also a representation of Lady Moon and her blessing of 
this union. As you place the ring on King Wo’s finger, you are 
taking him into your heart and into your care. You are 
pledging to be loyal, faithful, and generous to him. You are 
pledging to never do him any wrong and that you will seek 
to make amends if ever you break that pledge or any other 
pledges you make to him. If you agree to all of this, please 
place the ring on King Wo’s finger now.” 


Taking a steadying breath, Amiti reached for King Wo’s left 
hand and raised it, then carefully - more carefully than Amiti 
thought he’d ever done anything in his life - he slid the 
silver-oanded moonstone ring onto the king’s ring finger, 
pushing it all the way down until there was nowhere further 
for it to go. 


Another perfect fit. 


Amiti admired the look of the ring on Wo’s hand for a 
second, thinking that it didn’t look like sort of ring a man 
like Wo would choose to wear, either, as it was a little too 
soft, too pale against his finger. Amiti thought the topaz ring 
would look more natural on Wo’s finger, but the king’s hands 
were so much bigger than Amiti’s that he knew the ring he 
wore now would never fit Wo. 


Still, though, it wasn’t a displeasing sight. Amiti thought 
that if he and Wo held their hands against each other, palm 
to palm, they’d look like they fit together well - which, Amiti 
supposed, was the point. 


Slowly, Amiti lowered Wo’s hand to his side and released it. 
He was proud of himself that his hands didn’t shake, not 
even once, the whole time. 


“You may both turn and face me again,” said the Great 
Healer, and once they did he continued, “With these rings 


exchanged, this union is now complete. As Great Healer of 
Kaocho and with all the power vested to me and to all my 
brethren, | pronounce you both married in the eyes of both 
the law and all others who may look upon you. May Lord Sun 
and Lady Moon smile upon you for all your days and nights 
aS a married pair, and may your union be as balanced as 
theirs. With that said,” - the Great Healer sighed loudly, as 
though exhausted, and grinned broadly at them - “we are 
now done here! Woosh! How wonderful, yes? 
Congratulations to you both, and please feel free to stay in 
the sanctum as long as you like. As for myself, | believe 
there’s a steamed pork bun at the dumpling shop with my 
name on it. These ceremonies do so make me feel starved 
when they’re done! You boys enjoy your honeymoon and try 
to make it a long one for the sake of the people, won’t you, 
yes?” 


The Great Healer winked at them both and then made his 
way around the altar and Wo and Amiti who still stood in 
front of it. He waved at them happily as he slowly shuffled 
away from them and out the door with a smile on his face, 
humming a little song under his breath that Amiti didn’t 
recognize the tune of. 


Amiti blinked at his retreating figure, feeling as though he 
was in somewhat of a daze. 


Somehow, he felt oddly bereft. He’d thought the ceremony 
would be...well, longer, more involved, but it was done so 
quickly and painlessly. Meisa really hadn’t just been trying 
to make him feel better when she told him it would all be so 
simple. Amiti had spent so long worrying over it all and yet 
now he was married almost as though it had all happened in 
the blink of an eye. 


A great weight lifted off of Amiti’s shoulders then and his 
body became cloaked in relief. Whatever else happened 
after this, Amiti had at least fulfilled the most important part 
of the agreement between Ayuthay and Kaocho. He now had 
a place in his new country that couldn’t be questioned or 
taken away, and he had the safety that went with it. 


“A very disrespectful man,” King Wo muttered darkly next to 
Amiti, breaking him from his thoughts. 


Amiti glanced at him - at his husband - and realized at once 
he was referring to the Great Healer. Amiti thought the man 
hadn’t acted like any Great Healer he’d ever known, but still 
he offered tentatively, “He is...odd, yes, but | do not think he 
meant any harm by anything he said.” 


Wo’s return glance to Amiti was sour. “One does not need to 
mean harm in order to do it, Prince Amiti.” 


“He’s the Great Healer,” Amiti said, for he was lost on what 
else he could say, “and an elder, besides...and he married 
us. Is he not allowed a little leeway?” 


“Hmmph.” King Wo did not sound like he agreed with that at 
all. 


Amiti swallowed nervously. He reminded himself he was Wo’s 
husband and consort now and that that meant quite a great 
deal. He gathered up his courage and suggested tentatively, 
“And since we are married now, your majesty, it only seems 
right that you are allowed to call me by name.” 


Wo’s eyes sharpened at that. He stared hard at Amiti for 
such a long moment that Amiti began to feel concerned that 
he’d made a mistake, but then Wo took a deep breath and 
nodded once, albeit rather stiffly. 


“Very well...Amiti,” Wo said. He hesitated and then added, 
almost as though it pained him to do so, “You may also call 
me by name as well. In private. It would not do well for a 
king to be called by his given name in public, not even by 
his consort.” 


“Of course not...Wo,” Amiti replied. The name felt like a 
marble in Amiti’s mouth, as foreign and odd on his tongue as 
his ring felt on his finger. It would take some getting used to 
before he felt comfortable using the king’s name aloud, he 
thought, and likely it would take some time before Wo was 
used to hearing him use it, too. 


Wo tensed almost imperceptibly at the sound of Amiti using 
his name without his title, a reaction so slight that Amiti 
would have missed it were he not paying such close 
attention to him. 


Amiti didn’t think the reaction was born out of displeasure, 
however. The look on Wo’s face was severe and scrutinizing, 
but he didn’t look angry. Amiti was beginning to think that 
‘severe and scrutinizing’ was, in fact, the king’s default 
facial expression and not one he had now because of 
anything Amiti was doing to cause it. 


Little confidence that such an observation inspired in Amiti, 
though. He had no experience dealing with someone whose 
face was so fearsome just as a matter of course and he could 
only hope he got used to it quickly so that he wouldn’t feel 
SO meek around his own husband any time he wanted to 
speak to him. 


His own husband. 


Amiti felt wonder at the title, at just thinking it. It was yet 
another thing he’d have to grow accustomed to, he 
Supposed. 


“We should leave now,” Wo said to Amiti, though he was not 
looking at Amiti but rather at the altar as though thinking 
very hard about something when he spoke. Finally, he 
picked up two of the smaller jade stones from the altar’s 
surface. He pocketed one and held the other out to Amiti 
who felt perplexed until Wo explained, “Here, take this. It’s 
considered good luck to keep something from your marriage 
altar to pass down to your children one day.” 


“Oh,” Amiti said, something in his throat catching at the 
mention of children and all that mention implied. 


He hadn’t thought Wo would be so sentimental as to suggest 
something like this and then he wondered if perhaps the 
suggestion had more to do with tradition than sentiment. 
Amiti found he liked the thought of having a memento from 
this day, regardless, however, and so he took the stone Wo 
was holding out to him, plucking it gently from the king’s 
outstretched hand. Lacking any pockets to put it in, Amiti’s 
fingers curled around it until he held it tightly in his fist 
which he lowered back down to his side. 


Amiti glanced at the altar and all the other stones and the 
rest of the things still on it. Curious, he asked, “What will 
happen to the rest of it?” 


“The altar and everything on it will be crushed to a powder 
and that powder swept through the streets. It’s a blessing 
ritual, of sorts, meant to saturate all the good qualities of our 
union into the very streets of Kaocho so that all its people 
may share in our fortune.” 


“It sounds like a lovely ritual.” 


“It’s a Sanan ritual, one of a thousand more, and all Sanan 
rituals are lovely and all of them work. Sana would not be 
the empire it is today if they didn’t,” Wo replied. His voice 


was thick with wistfulness and a sort of heaviness and 
longing that Amiti could only begin to interpret. 


Amiti thought that if he spoke aloud about Ayuthay, his 
voice might sound quite the same as Wo’s did now. 


He swallowed hard at that thought. 


It made him feel like there was a pit in his stomach to 
imagine that Wo was as homesick for Sana as he was for 
Ayuthay when the king had been in Kaocho for so long. 
Amiti could only hope his longing for home would not be so 
strong years from now as it was today. He didn’t know how 
he would be able to bare it if his homesickness never waned 
and if time didn’t smooth away the edges of how out of 
place he felt in his new home. 


“If these rituals worked for Sana,” Amiti said softly, “there’s 
no reason they won’t work for Kaocho, your majesty. Sana 
did not come into being as an empire any more than Kaocho 
did.” 


Wo stilled at Amiti’s words and stared at Amiti unblinking for 
what felt like a very long time before, for the first time since 
meeting him, Amiti saw the king smile. 


It was a small smile, true, close-mouthed and sharp as a 
knife’s edge, and it disappeared as quickly as it formed, but 
it was a smile nonetheless. 


“Quite right,” Wo said. He shut his eyes for a second and 
took a deep breath and exhaled. When he opened his eyes 
again, he was looking stern once more and whatever 
wistfulness was in his voice before was gone. 


” 


“We should leave now,” Wo said for the second time, 
somewhat brusquely. He smoothed his hands down the front 


of his robes impatiently and he looked around the sanctum 
with a frown as though he was quite eager to see the last of 
it before his eyes landed back on Amiti. “I grow tired of the 
smell of this place and no doubt the people are eager to 
throw whatever parades they have planned. The sooner we 
are back to the palace, the happier we will all be. | trust you 
have no objections, Prince Amiti?” 


Amiti bit back the urge to tell Wo that he didn’t need to call 
him ‘prince’ again. 


Truthfully, Amiti didn’t care to stand around in the sanctum 
all day, either, though he felt his stomach twist with nerves 
at the thought of what would happen when they returned to 
the palace. 


A honeymoon, Amiti thought. He tried desperately not to 
think of what that would entail just for the sake of his own 
ability to stand in front of Wo without turning as a red as an 
apple over his thoughts on the matter. 


“No, husband,” Amiti answered, and felt heat creep up his 
neck despite himself at the way Wo’s eyes darkened at that 
name. “I have no objections.” 


“Good,” Wo said, sounding a touch relieved, “then let us 
leave.” 


And so they left. 


x 


Amiti took a deep breath of fresh as they left the sanctum, 
not really realizing until he did how stuffy the sanctum had 


been or how truly thick the incense burning in there was 
until the crisp morning air was cleansing it from his lungs. 


It was a relief to be outside, to feel the breeze against his 
Skin. 


“Here,” Wo said, offering Amiti his arm. 


Amiti was surprised at the gesture, at the thoughtfulness of 
it, enough so that it took him a second before he realized he 
was just standing there while Wo held his arm out and he 
hurried to accept it, winding his own arm around the king’s. 


Together, side by side and arm in arm, they then left the 
front of the sanctum and walked at a sedate pace up the 
road leading back to the palace. 


It was a little warmer now than it was when Amiti first came 
out and the sun was higher in the sky, but the biggest 
difference were the people who lined the sides of the road 
and milled about the buildings of Kaocho. There were a great 
many more of them out now than there were when Amiti 
walked from the palace earlier, a good crowd that stood 
watching he and Wo as they walked, but none of them 
making a move to approach them or addressing them in any 
direct way. 


Their reaction was no less energetic than what Amiti had 
experienced when he arrived in Kaocho. The people cheered 
as they passed, smiling jubilantly and waving flags with the 
Kaochoan symbol on them vigorously. Some of them, 
especially the children, held sticks of some sort that sent off 
vibrant sparks from the top which they waved in circles in 
the air. 


Amiti smiled back at them, feeling lighter to see their 
apparent approval though he was also a little nervous at 


having so many people with their eyes on him. It was not a 
bad sort of nervousness, however, but an almost pleasant 
sort. He cast a glance at Wo and saw that while he was not 
smiling himself, his head was held high and he had an air of 
complete satisfaction about him which had softened the 
harshness of his looks. He was obviously very pleased by his 
peoples’ reception, but his reaction made Amiti wonder what 
it would take for Wo to actually smile. 


“Your people seem happy for us, your majesty,” he 
commented lightly, hoping that it might start a conversation 
between them. 


Wo glanced at Amiti, met his eyes, and looked forward 
again. 


“As they should be,” he said, “though they’re surely just as 
happy for themselves. All the soldiers are home now and ata 
good time. There is no greater cause for festivities than a 
royal marriage and there hasn’t been one of those since 
Emperor Ko wed his consort Yelena forty years ago in Sana.” 


“Meisa told me something about that,” Amiti remembered. 
“She said that the emperor’s marriage took place during a 
bad winter?” 


Wo actually laughed at that. A short, harsh sound that drew 
Amiti’s eyes automatically to the king’s mouth - but still 
there was no smile on it. 


“Meisa understated things greatly, then,” Wo said, the 
mildest hint of something that might have been amusement 
coloring his voice. 


“How so?” 


“It was not just a bad winter, but the worst Sana had ever 
seen. Nearly a foot of snow fell the night before Emperor Ko 
was to marry and it was completely unexpected. Sana rarely 
gets more than an inch or two of snow all winter long, you 
understand? Many winters pass without any snow falling at 
all. No one could have predicted it.” 


“He must have been disappointed.” 


“Disappointed? No, he was /ivid . His advisers all tried to 
convince him to take a litter to the sanctum instead of 
walking as tradition dictates, then when he refused, to 
postpone the marriage until spring. They worried for his 
health, thought that he might catch a chill if he were out in 
that cold, and that made him even angrier, naturally, for 
they were all but calling him weak to his face. It was his 
bride who ended up deciding the matter.” 


“Oh?” 


“Yes, Yelena had no more desire to postpone the marriage 
than the emperor did. She was always a meek woman, but 
she stood up to his advisers that day and told them that the 
marriage would go ahead, that if they were so frail that a 
little snow would kill them then they were less than her, just 
a young girl then, for she would walk all the way to the 
Sanctum and come back as the emperor’s consort. She put 
on the warmest stockings and the sturdiest shoes she owned 
and left the palace, and Emperor Ko was hardly going to 
refuse to do himself what Yelena did so readily.” 


“But Meisa said her marriage walk went badly for her.” 


“Another understatement. But yes, while Yelena arrived at 
the sanctum safely and the emperor arrived after her, she 
found walking back much more difficult. She would have 
collapsed in the snow had Emperor Ko not caught her before 


she fell. He ended up picking her up and carrying her back 
to the palace in his arms. When they returned, a healer saw 
to Yelena and found she had frost bite on her feet, but 
unfortunately, Sana’s healer had no psyenergy as you do 
that might have helped her. She ended up losing four of her 
toes and spent weeks recuperating, and she was never quite 
as healthy again after that. It pained her to walk and she 
was always coming down with some ailment or another. 
Emperor Ko always thought she’d used up all her will making 
it to the sanctum and had none left over to spare.” 


A bitter sort of sadness crept over Amiti at the story’s end. 


To bravely insist on walking in a foot of snow to get married, 
only to be punished with ill health for the rest of your life...it 
seemed horribly cruel. 


“Were they happy?” Amiti asked suddenly, wanting to know 
if at least Yelena’s marriage had been worth it. “The Emperor 
and Yelena. Was their marriage a happy one?” 


Wo looked surprised at the question. 


“| suppose,” he answered slowly. “She was a good consort to 
him. Obeyed him, never challenged him, never spoke out of 
turn. Emperor Ko never complained about her. When she 
died twenty years later, he never remarried, though Sana 
was at the height of its power then and he could have had 
his pick of anyone he wanted.” 


None of that answered Amiti’s question, but Amiti said 
nothing about it. 


Privately, however, he thought to himself that it was a sad 
thing, too, that Ko’s feelings towards his wife could be 
summed up as ‘he had nothing to complain about’ and 
nothing more. It seemed a far cry away from a marriage of 


love and happiness to Amiti that the highest compliment Wo 
had of the union was that Yelena was obedient and kept her 
mouth closed. 


It also made a seed of worry lodge in Amiti’s chest to think 
that those might be the qualities Wo expected Amiti himself 
to display for while Amiti wanted to try to keep the peace 
with his husband, he knew that he would never attempt to 
do so by simply staying still and silent at Wo’s side as little 
more than an ornament with no thoughts or opinions or will 
of his own. 


Amiti hoped fervently that Meisa was right about his ability 
to dissuade Wo from his plans for Ayuthay as they hinged on 
Wo expecting Amiti to submit so to him. Amiti knew he could 
never do it. He would not make himself someone he was not 
to please Wo, not at the expense of his people or for any 
other reason. To do so would be antithetical to the very core 
of who he was. 


They were out of Kaocho proper and reached the palace 
steps soon enough, ascending them together. The two 
soldiers guarding the palace doors already had them open 
by the time Amiti and Wo reached them, and they entered 
the palace without delay, turning down the hall and 
ascending up the stairs that led to the doors to the king’s 
floor. The guards there jumped and rushed to open the doors 
at their first glance at Amiti and Wo, closing them quickly 
behind them once they were through. 


Alone in the hall of the king’s floor, Amiti almost expected 
Wo to drop his arm now that no one was there to see them, 
but Wo did nothing of the sort. 


Instead, still arm in arm with Amiti, Wo guided Amiti down 
the hall - past the door to Amiti’s room and past the door to 


the sitting chamber - and came to a stop at the door of his 
own room. With one hand, Wo pushed the door handle down 
and let the door swing open. 


Inclining his head to the open doorway, Wo met Amiti’s eyes 
and said, “Well, consort? Our honeymoon awaits.” 


Amiti held his dark gaze for a moment and then, swallowing 
down the sudden renewal of nerves climbing up his throat, 
disentangled his arm from Wo and slowly walked into the 
king’s room. Seconds later he heard Wo’s footsteps following 
behind him and the quiet, final sound of the door closing 
after. 


